

  

    

      

    

  




    Fred M. White
  


  FRED M. WHITE Premium Collection: 60+ Murder Mysteries & Crime Novels


  Including 200+ Short Stories


 



  
    EAN 8596547749349
  



 
    DigiCat, 2023

	Contact: DigiCat@okpublishing.info
    
  








[image: ]



  Novels




  

    Table of Contents

  




  A GOLDEN ARGOSY




  

    Table of Contents

  




  

    CHAPTER I

  




  

    CHAPTER II

  




  

    CHAPTER III

  




  

    CHAPTER IV

  




  

    CHAPTER V

  




  

    CHAPTER VI

  




  

    CHAPTER VII

  




  

    CHAPTER VIII

  




  

    CHAPTER IX

  




  

    CHAPTER X

  




  

    CHAPTER XI

  




  

    CHAPTER XII

  




  

    CHAPTER XIII

  




  

    CHAPTER XIV

  




  CHAPTER I




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Eleven o’clock! Before the vibration of the nearest chimes had died away, the rain—which had long been threatening over London—poured down for some five minutes in a fierce gust, and then, as if exhausted by its efforts, subsided into a steady drizzle. The waves of light, cast on the glistening pavement from the gas lamps flickering in the wind, shone on the stones; but the unstable shadows were cast back by the stronger, refulgence of the electric light at Covent Garden. Back into the gathered mist of Long Acre the pallid gleam receded; while, on the opposite side, the darkness of Russell Street seemed darker still. By Tavistock Street was a gin-shop, whose gilded front, points of flame, and dazzling glass seemed to smile a smile of crafty welcome to the wayfarer. A few yards away from the knot of loafers clustering with hungry eyes round the door, stood a woman. There were others of her sex close by, but not like her, and though her dress was poor and dilapidated to the last degree, the others saw instinctively she was not as they. She was young, presumably not more than five-and-twenty years, and on her face she bore the shadow of great care. Gazing, half sullenly, half wistfully, into the temptingly arrayed window, her profile strongly marked by the great blaze of light farther up the street, the proud carriage of the head formed a painful contrast to her scanty garb and sorrow-stricken face. She was a handsome, poorly dressed woman, with a haughty bearing, a look of ever-present care, and she had twopence in her pocket.




  If you will consider what it is to have such a meagre sum standing between you and starvation, you may realise the position of this woman. To be alone, unfriended, penniless, in a city of four million souls, is indeed a low depth of human misery. Perhaps she thought so, for her mind was quickly formed. Pushing back the door with steady hand, she entered the noisy bar. She had half expected to be an object of interest, perhaps suspicion; but, alas, too many of us in this world carry our life’s history written in our faces, to cause any feelings of surprise. The barman served her with the cordial she ordered, and with a business-like ‘chink,’ swept away her last two coppers. Even had he known they were her last, the man would have evinced no undue emotion. He was not gifted with much imagination, and besides, it was a common thing there to receive the last pittance that bridges over the gulf between a human being and starvation. There she sat, resting her tired limbs, deriving a fictitious strength from the cordial, dimly conscious that the struggle against fate was past, and nothing remained for it but—a speedy exit from further trouble—one plunge from the bridges! Slowly and meditatively she sipped at her tumbler, wondering—strange thought—why those old-fashioned glasses had never been broken. Slowly, but surely, the liquid decreased, till only a few drops remained. The time had come, then! She finished it, drew her scanty shawl closer about her shoulders, and went out again into the London night.




  Only half-past eleven, and the streets filled with people. Lower down, in Wellington Street, the theatre-goers were pouring out of the Lyceum. The portico was one dazzling blaze of beauty and color; men in evening dress, and dainty ladies waiting for their luxurious carriages. The outcast wandered on, wondering vaguely whether there was any sorrow, any ruin, any disgrace, remorse, or dishonor in the brilliant crowd, and so she drifted into the Strand, heedlessly and aimlessly. Along the great street as far as St. Clement’s Danes, unnoticed and unheeded, her feet dragging painfully, she knew not where. Then back again to watch the last few people leaving the Lyceum, and then unconsciously she turned towards the river, down Wellington Street, to Waterloo Bridge. On that Bridge of Sighs she stopped, waiting, had she but known it, for her fate.




  It was quiet there on that wet night—few foot-passengers about, and she was quite alone as she stood in one of the buttresses, looking into the shining flood beneath. Down the river, as far as her eye could reach, were the golden points of light flickering and swaying in the fast-rushing water. The lap of the tide on the soft oozing mud on the Surrey side mingled almost pleasantly with the swirl and swish of the churning waves under the bridge. The dull thud of the cabs and omnibuses in the Strand came quietly and subdued; but she heard them not. The gas lamps had changed to the light of day, the heavy winter sky was of the purest blue, and the hoarse murmur of the distant Strand was the rustling of the summer wind in the trees. The far-off voices of the multitude softened and melted into the accents of one she used to love; and this is what she saw like a silent picture, the memories ringing in her head like the loud sea a child hears in a shell. A long old house of grey stone, with a green veranda covered with ivy and flowering creepers; a rambling lawn, sloping away to a tiny lake, all golden with yellow iris and water-lilies. In the centre of the lawn, a statue of Niobe; and seated by that statue was herself, and with her a girl some few years younger—a girl with golden hair surrounding an oval face, fair as the face of an angel, and lighted by truthful velvety violet eyes. This was the picture mirrored in the swift water. She climbed the parapet, looked, steadily around: the lovely face in the water was so near, and she longed to hear the beautiful vision speak. And lo! at that moment the voice of her darling spoke, and a hand was laid about her waist, and the voice said: ‘Not that way, I implore you—not that way.’




  The woman paused, slowly regained her position on the bridge, and gazed into the face of her companion with dilated eyes. But the other girl had her back to the light, and she could not see.




  ‘A voice from the grave. Have I been dreaming?’ she said, passing her hand wearily across her brow.




  ‘A voice of providence. Can you have reflected on what you were doing? Another moment, and think of it—oh, think of it!’




  ‘A voice from the grave,’ repeated the would-be suicide slowly. ‘Surely this must be a good omen. Her voice!—how like her voice.’




  The rescuing angel paused a minute, struggling with a dim memory. Where had she in her turn heard that voice before? With a sudden impulse, they seized each other, and bore towards the nearest gaslight, and there gazed intently in each other’s face. The guardian angel looked a look of glad surprise; the pale face of the hapless woman was glorified, as she seized her rescuer round her neck and sobbed on her breast piteously.




  ‘Nelly, Miss Nelly, my darling; don’t you know me?’




  ‘Madge, why Madge! O Madge! to think of it—to think of it.’




  Presently they grew calmer. The girl called Nelly placed the other woman’s arm within her own and walked quietly away from the hated bridge; and, thoroughly conquered, the hapless one accompanied her. No word was spoken as they walked on for a mile or so, across the Strand, towards Holborn, and there disappeared.




  The night-traffic of London went on. The great thoroughfares plied their business, unheedful of tragedy and sorrow. A life had been saved; but what is one unit in the greatest city in the universe? The hand of fate was in it. It was only one of those airy trifles of which life is composed, and yet the one minute that saved a life, unravelled the first tiny thread of a tangled skein that bound up a great wrong.
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  Two years earlier. It was afternoon, and the sun, climbing over the house, shone into a sick-room at Eastwood—a comfortable, cheerful, old room; from floor to ceiling was panelled oak, and the walls decorated with artist proofs of famous pictures. The two large mullioned windows were open to the summer air, and from the outside came the delicate scent of mignonette and heliotrope in the tiled jardinieres on the ledges. The soft Persian carpet of pale blue deadened the sound of footsteps; rugs of various harmonious hues were scattered about; and the articles of virtù and costly bric-à-brac were more suitable to a drawing-room than a bed-chamber.




  On the bed reclined the figure of a man, evidently in the last stage of consumption. His cheek was flushed and feverish, and his fine blue eyes were unnaturally bright with the disease which was sapping his vital energy. An old man undoubtedly, in spite of his large frame and finely moulded chest, which, though hollow and wasted, showed signs of a powerful physique at some remote period. His forehead was high and broad and powerful; his features finely chiselled; but the mouth, though benevolent-looking, was shifty and uneasy. He looked like a kind man and a good friend; but his face was haunted by a constant fear. With a pencil, he was engaged in tracing some characters on a sheet of paper; and ever and anon, at the slightest movement, even the trembling of a leaf, he looked up in agitation. The task was no light one, for his hand trembled, and his breath came and went with what was to him a violent exertion. Slowly and painfully the work went on; and as it approached completion, a smile of satisfaction shot across his sensitive mouth, at the same time a look of remorseful sorrow filled his whole face. It was only a few words on a piece of paper he was writing, but he seemed to realise the importance of his work. It was only a farewell letter; but in these few valedictory lines the happiness of two young lives were bound up. At last the task was finished, and he lay back with an air of great content.




  At that moment, a woman entered the room. The sick man hid the paper hastily beneath the pillow with a look of fear on his face, pitiable to see. But the woman who entered did not look capable of inspiring any such sentiment. She was young and pretty, a trifle vain, perhaps, of her good looks and attractive appearance, but the model of what a ‘neat-handed Phillis’ should be.




  Directly the dying man saw her, his expression changed to one of intense eagerness. Beckoning her to come close to him, he drew her head close to his face and said: ‘She is not about, is she? Do you think she can hear what I am saying? Sometimes I fancy she hears my very thoughts.’




  ‘No, sir,’ replied the maid. ‘Miss Wakefield is not in the house just now; she has gone into the village.’




  ‘Very good. Listen, and answer me truly. Do you ever hear from—from Nelly now? Poor child, poor child!’




  The woman’s face changed from one of interest to that of shame and remorse. She looked into the old man’s face, and then burst into a fit of hot passionate tears.




  ‘Hush, hush!’ he cried, terrified by her vehemence. ‘For God’s sake, stop, or it will be too late, too late!’




  ‘O sir, I must tell you,’ sobbed the contrite woman, burying her face in the bedclothes. ‘Letters came from Miss Nelly to you, time after time; but I destroyed them all.’




  ‘Why?’ The voice was stern, and the girl looked up affrighted.




  ‘O sir, forgive me. Surely you know. Is it possible to get an order from Miss Wakefield, and not obey? Indeed, I have tried to speak, but I was afraid to do anything. Even you, sir——’




  ‘Ah,’ said the invalid, with a sigh of ineffable sadness, ‘I know how hard it is. The influence she has over one is wonderful, wonderful. But I am forgetting. Margaret Boulton, look me in the face. Do you love Miss Nelly as you used to do, and would you do something for her if I asked you?’




  ‘God be my witness, I would, sir,’ replied the girl solemnly.




  ‘Do you know where she is?’




  ‘Alas, no. It is a year since we heard.—But master, if you ask me to give her a letter or a paper, I will do so, if I have to beg my way to London to find her. I have been punished for not speaking out before. Indeed, indeed, sir, you may trust me.’




  He looked into her face with a deep unfathomable glance for some moments; but the girl returned his gaze as steadily.




  ‘I think I can,’ he said at length. ‘Now, repeat after me: “I swear that the paper intrusted to my care shall be delivered to the person for whom it is intended; and that I will never part with it until it is safely and securely delivered.”’




  The woman repeated the words with simple solemnity.




  ‘Now,’ he said, at the same time producing the paper he had written with such pain and care, ‘I deliver this into your hands, and may heaven bless and prosper your undertaking. Take great care, for it contains a precious secret, and never part with it while life remains.’




  The paper was a curious-looking document enough, folded small, but bearing nothing outside to betray the secret it contained. We shall see in the future how it fared.




  The girl glanced at the folded paper, and thrust it rapidly in her bosom. A smile of peace and tranquility passed over the dying man’s face, and he gave her a look of intense gratitude. At this moment another woman entered the room. She was tall and thin, with a face of grave determination, and a mouth and chin denoting a firmness amounting to cruelty. There was a dangerous light in her basilisk eyes at this moment, as she gave the servant a glance of intense hate and malice—a look which seemed to search out the bottom of her soul.




  ‘Margaret, what are you doing here? Leave the room a once. How often have I told you never to come in here.’




  Margaret left; and the woman with the snaky eyes busied herself silently about the sick-room. The dying man watched her in a dazed fascinated manner, as a bird turns to watch the motions of a serpent; and he shivered as he noticed the feline way in which she moistened her thin lips. He tried to turn his eyes away, but failed. Then, as if conscious of his feelings, the woman said: ‘Well, do you hate me worse than usual to-day?’




  ‘You know I never hated you, Selina,’ he replied wearily.




  ‘Yes you do,’ she answered, with a sullen glowering triumph in her eyes. ‘You do hate me for the influence I have over you. You hate me because you dare not hate me. You hate me because I parted you from your beggar’s brat, and trained you to behave as a man should.’




  Perfectly cowed, he watched her moistening her thin lips, till his eyes could no longer see. Presently he felt a change creeping over him; his breath came shorter and shorter; and his chest heaved spasmodically. With one last effort he raised himself up in his bed. ‘Selina,’ he said painfully, ‘let me alone; oh, let me alone!’




  ‘Too late,’ she replied, not caring to disguise her triumphant tone.




  He lay back with the dews of death clustering on his forehead. Suddenly, out of the gathering darkness grew perfect dazzling light; his lips moved; the words ‘Nelly forgive!’ were audible like a whispered sigh. He was dead.




  The dark woman bent over him, placing her ear to his heart; but no sound came. ‘Mine!’ she said—‘mine, mine! At last, all mine!’




  The thin webs of fate’s weaving were in her hands securely—all save one. It was not worth the holding, so it floated down life’s stream, gathering as it went.
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  Mr Carver of Bedford Row, in the county of Middlesex, was exercised in his mind; and the most annoying part of it was that he was so exercised at his own trouble and expense; that is to say, he was not elucidating some knotty legal point at the charge of a client, but he was speculating over one of the most extraordinary events that had ever happened to him in the whole course of his long and honorable career. The matter stood briefly thus: His client, Charles Morton, of Eastwood, Somersetshire, died on the 9th of April in the year of grace 1882. On the 1st of May, 1880, Mr Carver had made the gentleman’s will, which left all his possessions, to the amount of some forty thousand pounds, to his niece, Eleanor Attewood. Six months later, Mr Morton’s half-sister, Miss Wakefield, took up her residence at Eastwood, and from that time everything had changed. Eleanor had married the son of a clergyman in the neighborhood, and at the instigation of his half-sister, Mr Morton had disinherited his niece; and one year before he died, had made a fresh will, leaving everything to Miss Wakefield. Mr Carver, be it remarked, strongly objected to this injustice, seeing the baneful influence which had brought it about; and had he been able to find Eleanor, he hoped to alter the unjust state of things. But she disappeared with her husband, and left no trace behind; so the obnoxious will was proved.




  Then came the most extraordinary part of the affair. With the exception of a few hundreds in the bank at Eastwood, for household purposes, not a single penny of Mr Morton’s money could be found. All his property was mortgaged to a high amount; all his securities were disposed of, and not one penny could be traced. The mortgages on the property were properly drawn up by a highly respectable solicitor at Eastwood, the money advanced by a man of undoubted probity; and, further, the money had been paid over to Mr Morton one day early in the year 1882. Advertisements were inserted in the papers, in fact everything was done to trace the missing money, but in vain. All Miss Wakefield had for her pains and trouble was a poor sum of about eleven hundred pounds, so she had to retire again to her genteel poverty in a cheap London boarding-house.




  This melancholy fact did not give Mr Carver any particular sorrow; he disliked that lady, and was especially glad that her deep cunning and underhand ways had frustrated themselves. In all probability, he thought, Mr Morton had in a fit of suspicion got hold of all his ready cash and securities, for the purpose of balking the fair lady whom he had made his heiress; but nevertheless the affair was puzzling, and Mr Carver hated to be puzzled.




  Mr Carver stood at his office in Bedford Row, drumming his fingers on the grimy window-panes and softly whistling. Nothing was heard in the office but the scratch of the confidential clerk’s quill pen as he scribbled out a draft for his employer’s inspection.




  ‘This is a very queer case, Bates, very queer,’ said Mr Carver, addressing his clerk.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ replied Mr Bates, continuing the scratching. That gentleman possessed the instinct of always being able to divine what his chief was thinking of. Therefore, when Mr Bates said ‘Yes, sir,’ he knew that the Eastwood mystery had been alluded to.




  ‘I’d most cheerfully give—let me see, what would I give? Well, I wouldn’t mind paying down my cheque for’——




  ‘One thousand pounds, sir. No, sir; I don’t think you would.’




  ‘You’re a wonderful fellow, Bates,’ said his admiring master. ”Pon my honor, Bates, that’s the exact sum I was going to mention.’




  ‘It is strange, sir,’ said the imperturbable Bates, ‘that you and I always think the same things. I suppose it is being with you so long. Now, if I was to think you would give me a partnership, perhaps you would think the same thing too.’




  ‘Bates,’ said Mr Carver earnestly, never smiling, as was his wont, at his clerk’s quiet badinage, ‘if we unravel this mystery, as I hope we may, I’ll tell you what, Bates, don’t be surprised if I give you a partnership.’




  ”Ah, sir, if we unravel it. Now, if we could only find’——




  ‘Miss Eleanor. Just what I was thinking.’




  At this moment a grimy clerk put his head in at the door.




  ‘Please, sir, a young person of the name of Seaton.’




  ‘It is Miss Eleanor, by Jove!’ said Bates, actually excited.




  ‘Wonderful!’ said Mr Carver.




  In a few seconds the lady was ushered into the presence of Mr Carver. She was tall and fair, with a style of beauty uncommon to the people of to-day. Clad from head to foot in plain black, hat, jacket, and dress cut with a simplicity almost severe, and relieved only by a white collar at the throat, there was something in her air and bearing which spoke of a culture and breeding not easily defined in words, but nevertheless unmistakable. It was a face and figure that men would look at and turn again to watch, even in the busy street. Her complexion was almost painfully perfect in its clear pallid whiteness, and the large dark lustrous eyes shone out from the marble face with dazzling brightness. She had a perfect abundance of real golden hair, looped up in a great knot behind; but the rebellious straying tresses fell over her broad low forehead like an aureole round the head of a saint.




  ‘Don’t you know me, Mr Carver?’ she said at length.




  ‘My dear Eleanor, my dear Eleanor, do sit down!’ This was the person whom he had been longing for two years to see, and Mr Carver, cool as he was, was rather knocked off his balance for a moment.




  ‘Poor child! Why, why didn’t you come and see me before?’




  ‘Pride, Mr Carver—pride,’ she replied, with a painful air of assumed playfulness.




  ‘But surely pride did not prevent your coming to see your old friend?’




  ‘Indeed, it did, Mr Carver. You would not have me part with one of my few possessions?’




  ‘Nonsense, nonsense!’ said the lawyer, with assumed severity. ‘Now, sit down there, and tell me everything you have done for the last two years.’




  ‘It is soon told. When my uncle—poor deluded man—turned me, as he did, out of his house on account of my marriage, something had to be done; so we came to London. For two years my husband has been trying to earn a living by literature. Far better had he stayed in the country and taken to breaking stones or working in the fields. It is a bitter life, Mr Carver. The man who wants to achieve fortune that way must have a stout heart; he must be devoid of pride and callous to failure. If I had all the eloquence of a Dickens at my tongue’s end, I could not sum up two years’ degradation and bitter miserable poverty and disappointment better than in the few words, “Trying to live by literature,”—However, it is useless to struggle against it any longer. Mr Carver, sorely against my inclination, I have come to you to help us.’




  ‘My dear child, you hurt me,’ said Mr Carver huskily, ‘you hurt me; you do indeed. For two years I have been searching for you everywhere. You have only to ask me, and you know anything I can I will do.’




  ‘God bless you,’ replied Eleanor, with the gathering tears thick in her eyes. ‘I know you will. I knew that when I came here. How can I thank you?’




  ‘Don’t do anything of the sort; I don’t want any thanks. But before you go, I will do something for you. Now, listen to me. Before your uncle died’——




  ‘Died! Is he dead?’




  ‘How stupid of me. I didn’t know’——




  Mr Carver stopped abruptly, and paused till the natural emotions called forth in the young lady’s mind had had time to expend themselves. She then asked when the event had happened.




  ‘Two years ago,’ said Mr Carver. ‘And now, tell me—since you last saw him, had you any word or communication from him in any shape or form? Any letter or message?’




  Eleanor shook her head, half sadly, half scornfully.




  ‘You don’t seem to know Miss Wakefield,’ she said. ‘No message was likely to reach me, while she remained at Eastwood.’




  ‘No; I suppose not. So you have heard nothing? Very good. Now, a most wonderful thing has happened. When your uncle died and his will came to be read, he had left everything to Miss Wakefield. No reason to tell you that, I suppose? Now comes the strangest part of the story. With the exception of a few hundreds in the local bank, not a penny can be found. All the property has been mortgaged to the uttermost farthing; all the stock is sold out; and, in fact, nothing is left but Eastwood, which, as you know, is a small place, and not worth much. We have been searching for two years, and not a trace can we find.’




  ‘Perhaps Miss Wakefield is hiding the plunder away,’ Eleanor suggested with some indifference.




  ‘Impossible,’ eagerly exclaimed Mr Carver—‘impossible. What object could she have in doing so? The money was clearly left to her; and it is not likely that a woman so fond of show would deliberately choose to spend her life in a dingy lodging-house.’




  ‘And Eastwood?’




  ‘Is empty. It will not let, neither can we sell it.’




  ‘So Miss Wakefield is no better off than she was four years ago!’ Eleanor said calmly. ‘Come, Mr Carver, that is good news, at any rate. It almost reconciles me to my position.’




  ‘Nelly, I wish you would not speak so,’ said Mr Carver seriously. ‘It hurts me. You were not so hard at one time.’




  ‘Forgive me, my dear old friend,’ she replied simply. ‘Only consider what a life we have been living for the past two years, and you will understand.’




  ‘And your husband?’




  ‘Killing himself,’ she said; ‘wearing out body and soul in one long struggle for existence. It hurts me to see him. Always hoping, and always working, always smiling and cheerful before me; and ever the best of men and husband. Dear friend, if you knew what he is to me, and saw him as I do day after day, literally wearing out, you would consider my hardness pardonable. I am rebellious, you know.”




  ‘No, no,’ said Mr Carver, a suspicious gleam behind his spectacles; ‘I can understand it. The only thing I blame you for is that you did not come to me before. You know what a lonely old bachelor I am, and—how rich I am. It would have been a positive kindness of you to come and see me.—Now, listen. On Sunday, you and your husband must come and dine with me. You know the old Russell Square address?’




  ‘God bless you for a true friend!’ said Eleanor, her tears flowing freely now. ‘We will come; and I may bring my little girl with me?’




  ‘Eh, what?’ replied the lawyer—‘little girl? Of course, of course! Then we will talk over old times, and see what can be done to make those cheeks look a little like they used to do.—So you have got a little girl, have you? Dear, dear, how the time goes!—Now, tell me candidly, do you want any assistance—any, ah—that is—a little—in short, money?’




  Eleanor colored to the roots of her hair, and was about to reply hastily, but said nothing.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Mr Carver rapidly.—‘I think, Bates’——




  But Mr Bates already had his hand on the cheque-book, and commenced to fill in the date. Mr Carver gave him a look of approbation, and flashed him a sign with his fingers signifying the amount.




  ‘I suppose you have some friends?’ he continued hastily, to cover Eleanor’s confusion. ‘It’s a poor world that won’t stand one good friend.’




  ‘Yes, we have one,’ replied Eleanor, her face lighting up with a tender glow—‘a good friend. You have heard of Jasper Felix the author? He is far the best friend we have.’




  ‘Heard of Felix! I should think I have. Read every one of his books. I am glad to hear of his befriending you. I knew the man who writes as he does must have a noble heart.’




  ‘He has. What we should have done without his assistance, I shudder to contemplate. I honestly believe that not one of my husband’s literary efforts would have been accepted, had it not been for him.’




  ‘I can’t help thinking, Nelly, that there is a providence in these things, and I feel that better days are in store for you. Anyway, it won’t be my fault if it is not so. I have a presentiment that things will come out all right in the end, and I fancy that your uncle’s fortune his hidden away somewhere; and if it is hidden away, it must be, I cannot help thinking, for your benefit.’




  ‘Don’t count upon it, Mr Carver,’ said Eleanor calmly. ‘I look upon the money as gone.’




  ‘Nonsense!’ said the gentleman cheerfully; ‘while there is life there is hope. I begin to feel that I am playing a leading character in a romance; I do, indeed! Firstly, your uncle dies, and his fortune is lost; secondly, you disappear; and at the very moment I am longing—literally longing—to see you, you turn up. Now, all that remains is to find the hidden treasure, and to be happy ever afterwards, like the people in a fairy tale.’




  ‘Always enthusiastic,’ laughed Eleanor. ‘All we have to do is to discover a mystic clue to a buried chest of diamonds, only we lack the clue.’




  ”Pon my word, my dear, do you know I really think you have hit it?’ replied Mr Carver with great solemnity. ‘Now, at the time you left Eastwood, your companion Margaret was in the house; and after your uncle’s death, she disappeared. From a little hint Miss Wakefield dropped to me, your old friend was in the sick-room alone with your uncle the day he died.’




  ‘Alone? and then disappeared,’ said Eleanor, all trace of apathy gone, and her eyes shining with interest.




  ‘Alone. Now, if we could only find Margaret Boulton’——




  Eleanor rose from her seat, and approached Mr Carver slowly. Then she said calmly: ‘There is no difficulty about that; she is at my house now. I found her only last night on Waterloo Bridge—in fact, I saved her.’




  ‘Saved her? Didn’t I say there was a providence in it? Saved her?’




  ‘From suicide!’




  A quarter of an hour later, Eleanor was standing outside Mr Carver’s office, evidently seeking a companion. From the bright flush on her face and the sparkle in her eyes, hope—and a strong hope—had revived. She stood there, quite unconscious of the admiration of passers-by, sweeping the street in search of her quest. Presently the object she was seeking came in view. He was a tall man, of slight figure, with blue eyes deeply sunk in a face far from handsome, but full of intellectual power and great character; a heavy, carelessly trimmed moustache hid a sensitive mouth, but did not disguise a bright smile. That face and figure was a famous one in London, and people there turned in the busy street to watch Jasper Felix, and admire his rugged powerful face and gaunt figure. He came swinging down the street now with firm elastic step, and treated Eleanor to one of his brightest smiles.




  ‘Did you think I had forgotten you?’ he said. ‘I have been prowling about Gray’s Inn Road, for, sooth to say, the air of Bedford Row does not agree with me.’




  ‘I hope I have not detained you,’ said Eleanor timidly; ‘I know how valuable your time is to you.’




  ‘My dear child, don’t mention it,’ replied the great novelist lightly; ‘my time has been well occupied. First, I have been watching a fight between two paviors. Do you know it is quite extraordinary how those powerful men can knock each other about without doing much harm. Then I have been having a long chat with an intellectual chimney-sweep—a clever man, but a great Radical. I have spent quite an enjoyable half-hour.’




  ‘A half-hour! Have I been so long? Mr Felix, I am quite horrified at having taken up so much of your time.’




  ‘Awful, isn’t it,’ he laughed lightly. ‘Well, you won’t detain me much longer, for here you are close at home.—Now, I will just run into Fleet Street on my own business, and try and sell this little paper of your husband’s at the same time. I’ll call in this afternoon; only, mind, you must look as happy as you do now.’




  Jasper Felix made his way through a court into Holborn, and along that busy thoroughfare till he turned down Chancery Lane. Crossing the street by the famous Griffin, he disappeared in one of the interminable courts leading out of Samuel Johnson’s favorite promenade, Fleet Street. The object of his journey was here. On the door-plate was the inscription, ‘The Midas Magazine,’ and beneath the legend, ‘First Floor.’.. Ascending the dingy stair, he stopped opposite a door on which, in white letters, was written the word ‘Editor.’ At this door he knocked. Without pausing for a reply, he pushed open the door.




  ‘How, de do, Simpson?’ said Mr Felix, with a look of amusement in his blue eyes.




  ‘Glad to see you, Felix,’ said the editor of the Midas cordially. ‘I thought you had forgotten us. I hope you have something for our journal in your pocket.’




  ‘I have something in my pocket to show you,’ answered Felix, ‘and I think you will appreciate it.’




  ‘Is it something of your own?’ queried the man of letters.




  ‘No, it is not; and, what is more, I doubt if I could write anything so good myself. I know when you have seen it, you will accept it.’




  ‘Um! I don’t know,’ replied the editor dubiously. ‘You see, I am simply inundated with amateur efforts. Of course, sometimes I get something good; but usually——Now, if the matter in discussion was a manuscript of your own——’




  ‘Now, seriously, Simpson, what do you care for me or anything of mine? It is the name you want, not the work. You know well enough what sells magazines of the Midas type. It is not so much the literary matter as the name. The announcement that the next month’s Midas will contain the opening chapters of a new serial by someone with a name, is quite sufficient to increase your circulation by hundreds.’




  ”Pon my honor, you’re very candid,’ rejoined Mr Simpson. ‘But what is this wonderful production you have?’




  ‘Well, I’ll leave it with you. You need not trouble to read it, because, if you don’t take it, I know who will.’




  ‘What do you want for this triumph of genius?’




  ‘Well, in a word, ten pounds. Take it or leave it.’




  ‘If you say it is worth it, I suppose I must oblige you.’




  ‘That is a good way of putting it; and it will oblige me. But mark me—this man will some day confer favors by writing for you, instead of, as you regard it at present, favoring him.’




  The proprietor of the Midas sighed gently. The idea of paying over ten pounds to an unknown contributor was not nice; but the fact of offending Felix was worse.




  ‘If,’ said he, harping on the old string, and shaking his head with a gentle deprecating motion—‘if it was one of yours now’——




  ‘What confounded nonsense you talk!’ exclaimed Felix impatiently.




  ‘Don’t get wild, Felix,’ replied Mr Simpson soothingly. ‘I will take your protege’s offering, to oblige you.’




  ‘But I don’t want you to oblige me. I want you to accept—and pay for—an article good enough for anything. It is a fair transaction; and if there is any favor about it, then it certainly is not on your side.’




  Mr Simpson showed his white teeth in a dazzling smile. ‘Well, Felix, I do admire your assurance,’ he said softly. ‘I never heard the matter put in that light before. My contributors, as a rule, don’t point their manuscript at my head metaphorically, and demand speedy insertion and prompt pay.—Do you want a cheque for this manuscript now?’




  ‘Yes, you may as well give me the cash now.’




  Mr Simpson drew a cheque for the desired amount, and passed it over to Felix, who folded the pink slip, and placed it in his pocket; whereupon the conversation drifted into other channels.
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  Queen Square, Bloomsbury, is a neighbourhood which by no means accords with the expectation evoked by its high-sounding patronymic. It is, besides, somewhat difficult to to find, and when discovered, it has a guilty-looking air of having been playing hide-and-seek with its most aristocratic neighbors, Russell and Bloomsbury, and lost itself. Before Southampton Row was the stately thoroughfare it is now, Queen Square must have been a parasite of Russell Square; but in time it seems to have been built out. You stumble upon it suddenly, in making a short-cut from Southampton Row to Bedford Row, and wonder how it got there. It is quiet, decayed—in a word, shabby-genteel—and cheap.




  On the south side, sheltered by two sad-looking trees of a nondescript character, and fronted by an imposing-looking portico, is a decayed-looking house, the stucco of which bears strong likeness to the outside of Stilton cheese. The windows are none too clean, and the blinds and curtains are all deeply tinged with London fog and London smoke. For the information of the metropolis at large, the door bears a tarnished brass plate announcing that it is the habitation of Mrs Whipple; and furthermore—from the same source—the inquiring mind is further enlightened with the fact that Mrs Whipple is a dressmaker. A few fly-blown prints of fashions, of a startling description and impossible colour, support this fact; and information is further added by the announcement that the artiste within lets apartments; for the legend is inscribed, in runaway letters, on the back of an old showcard which is suspended in one of the ground-floor windows.




  From the general tout ensemble of the Whipple mansion, the most casual-minded individual on lodgings bent can easily judge of its cheapness. The ‘ground-floor’—be it whispered in the strictest confidence—pays twenty-five shillings per week; the honoured ‘drawing-rooms,’ two pounds; and the slighted ‘second-floors,’ what the estimable Whipple denominates ‘a matter of fifteen shillings.’ It is with the second-floors that our business lies.




  The room was large, and furnished with an eye to economy. The carpet was of no particular pattern, having long since been worn down to the thread; and the household goods consisted of five chairs and a couch covered by that peculiar-looking horsehair, which might, from its hardness and capacity for wear, be woven steel. A misty-looking glass, in a maple frame, and a chimney-board decked with two blue-and-green shepherdesses of an impossible period, completed the garniture. In the centre of the room was a round oak table with spidery uncertain legs, and at the table sat a young man writing. He was young, apparently not more than thirty, but the unmistakable shadow of care lay on his face. His dress was suggestive of one who had been somewhat dandyish in time gone by, but who had latterly ceased to trouble about appearances or neatness. For a time he continued steadily at his work, watched intently by a little child who sat coiled up in the hard-looking armchair, and waiting with exemplary patience for the worker to quit his employment. As he worked on, the child became visibly interested as the page approached completion, and at last, with a weary sigh, he finished, pushed his work from him, and turned with a bright smile to the patient little one.




  ‘You’ve been a very good little girl, Nelly.—Now, what is it you have so particularly to say to me?’ he said.




  ‘Is it a tale you are writing, papa?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes, darling; but not the sort of tale to interest you.’




  ‘I like all your tales, papa. Uncle Jasper told mamma they were all so “liginal.” I like liginal tales.’




  ‘I suppose you mean original, darling?’




  ‘I said liginal,’ persisted the little one, with childish gravity. ‘Are you going to sell that one, papa? I hope you will; I want a new dolly so badly. My old dolly is getting quite shabby.’




  ‘Some day you shall have plenty.’




  The child looked up in his face solemnly. ‘Really, papa? But do you know, pa, that some day seems such a long way off? How old am I, papa?’




  ‘Very, very old, Nelly,’ he replied with a little laugh. ‘Not quite so old as I am, but very old.’




  ‘Yes, papa? Then do you know, ever since I can remember, that some day has been coming. Will it come this week?’




  ‘I don’t know, darling. It may come any time. It may come to-day; perhaps it is on the way now.’




  ‘I don’t know, papa,’ replied the little one, shaking her head solemnly. ‘It is an awful while coming. I prayed so hard last night for it to come, after mamma put me in bed. What makes mamma cry when she puts me to bed? Is she crying for some day?’




  ‘Oh, that’s all your fancy, little one,’ replied the father huskily. ‘Mamma does not cry. You must be mistaken.




  ‘No, indeed, papa; I’se not mistook. One day I heard mamma sing about some day, and then she cried—she made my face quite wet.’




  ‘Hush, Nelly; don’t talk like that, darling.’




  ‘But she did,’ persisted the little one. ‘Do you ever cry, papa?’




  ‘Look at that little sparrow, Nelly. Does he not look hungry, poor little fellow? He wants to come in the room to you.’




  ‘I dess he’s waiting for some day papa,’ said the child, looking out at the dingy London sparrow perched on the window ledge. ‘He looks so patient. I wonder if he’s hungry? I am, papa.’




  The father looked at his little one with passionate tenderness. ‘Wait till mamma comes, my darling.’




  ‘All right, papa; but I am so hungry!—Oh, here is mamma. Doesn’t she look nice, papa, and so happy?’




  When Eleanor entered the dingy room, her husband could not fail to notice the flush of hope and happiness on her face. He looked at her with expectation in his eyes.




  ‘Did you think mother was never coming, Nelly? and do you want your dinner, my child?’




  ‘You do look nice, ma,’ said the child admiringly. ‘You look as if you had found some day.’




  Eleanor looked inquiringly at her husband, for him to explain the little one’s meaning.




  ‘Nelly and I have been having a metaphysical discussion,’ he said with playful gravity. ‘We have been discussing the virtues of the future. She is wishing for that impossible some day that people always expect.’




  ‘I don’t think she will be disappointed,’ said Mrs Seaton, with a fond little smile at her child. ‘I believe I have found it.—Edgar, I have been to see Mr Carver.’




  ‘I supposed it would have come to that. And he, I suppose, has been poisoned by the sorceress, and refused to see you?’




  ‘O no,’ said Eleanor playfully. ‘We had quite a long chat—in fact, he asked us all to dinner on Sunday.’




  ‘Wonderful! And he gave you a lot of good advice on the virtues of economy, and his blessing at parting.’




  ‘No,’ she said; ‘he must have forgotten that: he gave me this envelope for you with his compliments and best wishes.’




  Edgar Seaton took the proffered envelope listlessly, and opened it with careless fingers. But as soon as he saw the shape of the enclosure, his expression changed to one of eagerness. ‘Why, it is a cheque?’ he exclaimed excitedly.




  ‘O no,’ said his wife, laughingly; ‘it is only the blessing.’




  ‘Well, it is a blessing in disguise,’ Seaton said, his voice trembling with emotion. ‘It is a cheque for twenty-five pounds.—Nelly, God has been very good to us to-day.’




  ‘Yes, dear,’ said his wife simply, with tears in her eyes.




  Little Nelly looked from one to the other in puzzled suspense, scarcely knowing whether to laugh or cry. Even her childish instinct discovered the gravity of the situation.




  ‘Papa, has some day come? You look so happy.’




  He caught her up in his arms and kissed her lovingly, and held her in one arm, while he passed the other round his wife. ‘Yes, darling. Your prayer has been answered. Some day—God be thanked—has come at last.’ For a moment no one spoke, for the hearts of husband and wife were full of quiet thankfulness. What a little it takes to make poor humanity happy, and fill up the cup of pleasure to the brim!




  Round the merry dinner-table all was bright and cheerful, and it is no exaggeration to say the board groaned under the profuse spread. Eleanor lost no time in acquainting her husband with the strange story of her uncle’s property, and Mr Carver’s views on the subject—a view of the situation which he felt almost inclined to share after a little consideration. It was extremely likely, he thought, that Margaret Boulton would be able to throw some light on the subject; indeed the fact of her strange rescue from her self-imposed fate pointed almost to a providential interference. It was known that she had a long conversation with Mr Morton the day he died, a circumstance which seemed to have given Miss Wakefield great uneasiness; and her strange disappearance from Eastwood directly after the funeral gave some coloring to the fact.




  Margaret Boulton had not risen that day owing to a severe cold caught by her exposure to the rain on the previous night; and Edgar and his wife decided, directly she did so, to question her upon the matter. It would be very strange if she could not give some clue.




  ‘I think, Nelly, we had better take Felix into our confidence,’ said Edgar, when the remains of dinner had disappeared in company with the grimy domestic. ‘He will be sure to be of some assistance to us; and the more brains we have the better.’




  ‘Certainly, dear,’ she acquiesced; ‘he should know at once.’




  ‘I think I will walk to his rooms this afternoon.’




  ‘No occasion,’ said a cheerful voice at that moment. ‘Mr Felix is here very much at your service. I’ve got some good news for you; and I am sure, from your faces, you can return the compliment.’
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  Mr Felix was much struck by the tale he heard, and was inclined, in spite of the dictates of common-sense, to follow the Will-o’-the-wisp which grave Mr Carver had discovered. In a prosaic age, such a thing as the disappearance of a respectable Englishman’s wealth was on the face of it startling enough; and therefore, although the thread was at present extremely intangible, he felt there must be something romantic about the matter. Mr Felix, be it remembered, was a man of sense; but he was a dreamer of dreams, and a weaver of romance by profession and choice; consequently, he was inclined to pooh-pooh Edgar’s half-deprecating, half-enthusiastic view of the case.




  ‘I do not think you are altogether right, Seaton, in treating this affair so cavalierly,’ he said. ‘In the first place, Miss Wakefield is no relation in blood to your wife’s uncle. If the property was in her hands, I should feel myself justified in taking steps to have the existing will set aside; but so long as there is nothing worth doing battle for, it is not worth while, unless Miss Wakefield has the money, and is afraid of proceedings——’




  ‘That is almost impossible,’ Eleanor interrupted. ‘You have really no conception how fond she is of show and display, and I know no such fear would prevent her indulging her fancy, if she had the means to do so.’




  ‘So long as you are really persuaded that is the case, we have one difficulty out of the way,’ Felix continued. ‘Then we can take it for granted that she neither has the money nor has the slightest idea where it is.—Now, tell me about this Margaret Boulton.’




  ‘That is soon told,’ Eleanor replied. ‘Last night, shortly after eleven, I was crossing Waterloo Bridge——’




  ‘Bad neighborhood for a lady to be alone,’ interrupted Felix, with a reproachful glance at Seaton.—‘I beg your pardon. Go on, please.’




  ‘I had missed my husband at Waterloo Station, and I was hurrying home as quickly as I could——’




  ‘Why did you not take a cab?’ exclaimed Felix with some asperity. Then seeing Eleanor color, he said hastily: ‘What a dolt I am! I—I am very sorry. Please, go on.’




  ‘As I was saying,’ continued Eleanor, ‘just as I was crossing the bridge, I saw a woman close by me climb on to one of the buttresses. I don’t remember much about it, for it was over in less than a minute, and seems like a dream now; but it was my old nurse, or rather companion, Margaret Boulton, strange as it seems. Now, you know quite as much as I can tell you.’




  Felix mused for a time over this strange history. He could not shake off the feeling that it was more than a mere coincidence. ‘Seriously,’ he said, ‘I feel something will come of this.’




  ‘I hope so,’ answered Eleanor with a little sigh. ‘Things certainly look a little better now than they did; but we need some permanent benefit sadly.’




  ‘I thought some day had come, mamma,’ piped little Nelly from her nest on the hearthrug.




  ‘Little pitchers have long ears,’ said the novelist. ‘Come and sit on poor old Uncle Jasper’s knee, Nelly, and give him a kiss.’




  ‘Yes, I will, Uncle Jasper; but I’m not a little pitcher, and I’ve not dot long ears—Mamma, are my ears long?’




  ‘No, darling,’ replied her mother with a smile. ‘Uncle Felix was not speaking of you.’




  ‘Then I will sit upon his knee.’ Whereupon she climbed up on to that lofty perch, and proceeded to draw invidious distinctions between Mr Felix’ moustache and the hirsute appendage of her father, a mode of criticism which gave the good-natured literary celebrity huge delight.




  ‘Now,’ continued Felix, when he had placed the little lady entirely to her satisfaction—‘now to resume. In the first place, I should particularly like to see this Margaret Boulton to-day.’




  ‘I do not quite agree with you, Mr Felix. It would be cruel, with her nerves in such a state, to cross-examine her to-day,’ Mrs Seaton said with womanly consideration. ‘You can have no idea what such a reaction means.’




  ‘Precisely,’ said Felix grimly. ‘Do you not see what I mean? Her nervous system is particularly highly strung at present—the brain in a state of violent activity, probably; and she is certain to be in a position to remember the minutest detail, and may give us an apparently trivial hint, which may turn out of the utmost importance.’




  ‘Still, it seems the refinement of cruelty,’ said Eleanor, her womanly kindness getting the better of her curiosity. ‘She is in a particularly nervous state. Naturally, she is inclined to be morbidly religious, and the mere thought of her attempted crime last night upsets her.’




  ‘Yes, perhaps so,’ Felix said; ‘but I should like to see her now. We cannot tell how important it may be to us.’




  ‘I declare your enthusiasm is positively contagious,’ laughed Seaton,—‘Really, Felix, I did not imagine you were so deeply imbued with curiosity. My wife is bad enough, but you are positively girlish.’




  ‘Indeed, sir, you belie me,’ said Eleanor with mock-indignation. ‘I am moved by a little natural inquisitiveness; but I shall certainly not permit that unfortunate girl to be annoyed for the purpose of gratifying the whim of two grown-up children.’




  ‘Mea culpa,’ Felix replied humbly. ‘But I should like to see the interesting patient, if only for a few minutes.’




  Eleanor laughed merrily at this persistent charge. ‘Well, well,’ she said, ‘I will go up to Margaret and ascertain if she is fit to see any one just yet; but I warn you not to be disappointed, for she certainly shall not be further excited.’




  ‘I do not think the curiosity is all on our side,’ Felix said, as Eleanor was leaving the room.—‘You are a fortunate man, Seaton, in spite of your troubles,’ he continued. ‘A wife like yours must make anxiety seem lighter.’




  ‘Indeed, you are right,’ Edgar answered earnestly. ‘Many a time I have felt like giving it up, and should have done so, if it had not been for Eleanor.’




  ‘Strange, too,’ said Felix musingly, ‘that she does not give one the impression of being so brave and courageous. But you never can tell. I have been making a study of humanity for twenty years, and I have been often disappointed in my models. I have seen the weakest do the work of the strongest. I have seen the strongest, on the other hand, go down before the first breath of trouble. I have seen the most acid of them all make the most angelic of wives.’




  ‘I wonder you have never married, Felix.’




  ‘Did I not tell you my model women have always been the first to disappoint me?’ he replied lightly. ‘Besides, what woman could know Jasper Felix and love him?’




  ‘Your reputation alone——’




  ‘Yes, my reputation—and my money,’ Felix said bitterly. ‘Twenty years ago, when I was plain Jasper Felix, I did——But bah! I don’t want to discuss faded rose-leaves with you.—Let us change the subject. I have some good news for you. In the first place, I have sold the article you gave me.’




  ‘Come, that is cheering. I suppose you managed to screw a guinea out of one of your friends for me?’




  ‘On the contrary, I sold it on its merits,’ Felix replied, ‘and ten pounds the price.’




  ‘Ten pounds! Am I dreaming, or am I a genius?’




  ‘Neither; which is true, if not complimentary. There, is the cheque to prove you are not dreaming; and as to the other thing, you have no genius, but you have considerable talent.—But I have some further news for you. I have had a note from the editor of Mayfair, to whom I showed your work. Now, Baker of the Mayfair is about the finest judge of literary capacity I know. He says he was particularly struck with your descriptive writing; and if you like to undertake the work, he wants you to visit the principal of the foreign gambling clubs in London, and work up a series of gossiping articles for his paper. The work will not be particularly pleasant; but you will have the entree of all these clubs, and the golden key to get to the working part of the machinery. The thing will be hard and somewhat hazardous; but it is a grand opportunity of earning considerable kudos. Will you undertake it?’




  ‘Undertake it!’ said Seaton, springing to his feet. ‘Will I not? Felix, you have made a new man of me. Had it not been for you, I don’t know what would have become of us by this time. I cannot thank you in words, but you know that I feel your kindness.’




  ‘I do not see how this should not lead to something like fortune; anyway, it means comfort and ease, if I do not mistake your capacity,’ said Felix, totally ignoring the other’s gratitude. ‘If I were in your place, I should not tell my wife I was doing anything dangerous.’




  ‘Poor child, how thankful she will be! But you are perfectly right as regards the danger—not that I fear it particularly, though there is no reason to make her anxious.’




  ‘What mischief are you plotting?’ said Eleanor, entering the room at that moment. ‘You look on particularly good terms with yourselves.’




  ‘Good news, Nelly, good news! I have actually got permanent work to do. You need not ask whose doing it is.’




  ‘No, no,’ said Felix modestly. ‘It is your own capability you must thank.—What about the patient?’




  ‘I really must ask you to postpone your inquiry for the present,’ she replied; ‘she is incapable of answering any questions just now. Indeed, I am so uneasy, that I have sent for a doctor.’




  ‘Indeed! Well, I suppose we must wait for the present.—And now, I must tear myself away,’ said Felix, as he rose and proceeded to button his overcoat.—‘Seaton, you must hold yourself in readiness for your work at any moment.—No thanks, please,’ as Eleanor was about to speak. ‘Now, I must go.—Good-night, little Nelly; don’t forget to think of poor old Uncle Jasper sometimes.’




  ‘Good-night, Felix,’ said Edgar with a hearty hand-shake. ‘I won’t thank you; but you know how I feel.—Good-night, dear old boy!’
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  ‘How do you feel now, Margaret?’




  ‘Nearly over, Miss Nelly. I shall die with the morning.’




  A week later and the patient had got gradually worse. The constant exposure, the hard life, and the weeks of semi-starvation, had told its tale on the weak womanly frame. The exposure in the rain and cold on that eventful night had hastened on the consumption which had long settled in the delicate chest. All signs of mental exhaustion had passed away, and the calm hopeful waiting frame of mind had succeeded. She was waiting for death; not with any feeling of terror, but with hopefulness and expectation.




  Up to the present, Eleanor had not the heart to ask for any memento or rememberance of the old life; but had nursed her patient with an unceasing watchful care, which only a true woman is capable of. All that day she had sat beside the bed, never moving, but noting, as hour after hour passed steadily away, the gradual change from feverish restlessness to quiet content, never speaking, or causing her patient to speak, though she was longing for some word or sign. ‘You have been very good to me, Miss Nelly. Had it not been for you, where should I have been now!’




  ‘Hush, Margaret; don’t speak like that. Remember, everything is forgiven now. Where there is great temptation, there is much forgiveness.’




  ‘I hope so, miss—I hope so. Some day, we shall all know.’




  ‘Don’t try to talk too much.’




  For a while she lay back, her face, with its bright hectic flush, marked out in painful contrast to the white pillow. Eleanor watched her with a look of infinite pity and tenderness. The distant hum of busy Holborn came with dull force into the room, and the heavy rain beat upon the windows like a mournful dirge. The little American clock on the mantel-shelf was the only sound, save the dry painful cough, which ever and anon proceeded from the dying woman’s lips. The night sped on; the sullen roar of the distant traffic grew less and less; the wind dropped, and the girl’s hard breathing could be heard painfully and distinctly. Presently, a change came over her face—a kind of bright, almost unearthly intelligence.




  ‘Are you in any pain, Madge?’ Eleanor asked with pitying air.




  ‘How much lighter it is!’ said the dying girl. ‘My head is quite clear now, miss, and all the pain has gone.—Miss Nelly, I have been dreaming of the old home. Do you remember how we used to sit by the old fountain under the weeping-ash, and wonder what our fortunes would be? I little thought it would come to this.—Tell me, miss, are you in—in want?’




  ‘Not exactly, Madge; but the struggle is hard sometimes.’




  ‘I thought so,’ the dying girl continued. ‘I would have helped you after she came; but you know the power she had over your poor uncle, a power that increased daily. She used to frighten me. I tremble now when I think of her.’




  ‘Don’t think of her,’ said Eleanor soothingly. ‘Try and rest a little, and not talk. It cannot be good for you.’




  The sufferer smiled painfully, and a terrible fit of coughing shook her frame. When she recovered, she continued: ‘It is no use, Miss Nelly; all the rest and all your kind nursing cannot save me now. I used to wonder, when you left Eastwood so suddenly, why you did not take me; but now I know it is all for the best. Until the very last, I stayed in the house.’




  ‘And did not my uncle give you any message, any letter for me?’ asked Eleanor, with an eagerness she could not conceal.




  ‘I am coming to that. The day he died, I was in his room, for she was away, and he asked me if I ever heard from you. I knew you had written letters to him which he never got; and so I told him. Then he gave me a paper for you, which he made me swear to deliver to you by my own hand; and I promised to find you. You know how I found you,’ she continued brokenly, burying her face in her hands.




  ‘Don’t think of that now, Margaret,’ said Eleanor, taking one wasted hand in her own. ‘That is past and forgiven.’




  ‘I hope so, miss. Please, bring me that dress, and I will discharge my trust before it is too late. Take a pair of scissors and unpick the seams inside the bosom on the left side.’




  The speaker watched Eleanor with feverish impatience, whilst, with trembling fingers, she followed the instructions. Not until she had drawn out a flat parcel, wrapped securely in oiled paper, did the look of impatience transform to an air of relief.




  ‘Yes, that is it,’ said Margaret, as Eleanor tore off the covering. ‘I have seen the letter, and have a strange feeling that it contains some secret, it is so vague and rambling, and those dotted lines across it are so strange. Your uncle was so terribly in earnest, that I cannot but think the paper has some hidden meaning. Please, read it to me. Perhaps I can make something of it.’




  ‘It certainly does appear strange,’ observed Eleanor, with suppressed excitement.
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  Turning towards the light, Eleanor read as follows:




  Darling, we must now be friends. Remember, Nelly, in


  the garden you promised to obey my wishes. Under the


  care of Miss Wakefield I hoped you would improve


  but now I see it was not to be, and as prudence


  teaches us that all is for the best I must be


  content. Ask Edgar to forgive me the wrong I


  have done you both in the past, and this I feel


  his generous heart will not withhold from me.


  Now that it is too late, I see how blind I have


  been, and could I live my life over again how


  different things would be. Times are changed, yet


  the memory of past days lingers within me, and like


  Niobe, I mourn you. When I am gone you will


  find my blessing a gift that is better than money.




  The paper was half a sheet of ordinary foolscap, and the words were written without a single break or margin. It was divided perpendicularly by five dotted lines, and by four lines horizontally, and displayed nothing to the casual eye but an ordinary letter in a feeble handwriting.




  The tiny threads of fate had begun to gather. All yet was dark and misty; but in the gloom, faint and transient, was one small ray of light.




  Eleanor gazed at the paper abstractedly for a few moments, vaguely trying to find some hidden clue to the mystery.




  ‘You must take care of that paper, Miss Nelly. Something tells me it contains a secret.’




  ‘And have you been searching for me two long years, for the sole purpose of giving me this?’ Eleanor asked.




  ‘Yes, miss,’ the sufferer replied simply. ‘I promised you know. Indeed, I could not look at your uncle and break a vow like mine.’




  ‘And you came to London on purpose?’




  ‘Yes. No one knew where I was gone. I have no friends that I remember, and so I came to London. It is an old tale, miss. Trying day by day to get employment, and as regularly failing. I have tried many things the last two bitter years. I have existed—I cannot call it living—in the vilest parts of London, and tried to keep myself by my needle; but that only means dying by inches. God alone knows the struggle it is for a friendless woman here to keep honest and virtuous. The temptation is awful; and as I have been so sorely tried, I hope it will count in my favor hereafter. I have seen sights that the wealthy world knows nothing of. I have lived where a well-dressed man or woman dare not set foot. Oh, the wealth and the misery of this place they call London!’




  ‘And you have suffered like this for me?’ Eleanor said, the tears streaming down her face. ‘You have gone through all this simply for my sake? Do you know, Madge, what a thoroughly good woman you really are?’




  ‘I, miss?’ the dying girl exclaimed in surprise. ‘How can I possibly be that, when you know what you do of me! O no; I am a miserable sinner by the side of you. Do you think, Miss Nelly, I shall be forgiven?’




  ‘I do not doubt it,’ said, Eleanor softly; ‘I cannot doubt it. How many in your situation could have withstood your temptation?’




  ‘I am so glad you think so, miss; it is comfort to me to hear you say that. You were always so good to me,’ she continued gratefully. ‘Do you know, Miss Nelly dear, whenever I thought of death, I always pictured you as being by my side?’




  ‘Do you feel any pain or restlessness now, Margaret?’




  ‘No, Miss; thank you. I feel quite peaceful and contented. I have done my task, though it has been a hard one at times. I don’t think I could have rested in my grave if I had not seen you.—Lift me up a little higher, please, and come a little closer. I can scarcely see you now. My eyes are quite misty. I wonder if all dying people think about their younger days, Miss Nelly? I do. I can see it all distinctly: the old broken fountain under the tree where we used to sit and talk about the days to come; and how happy we all were there before she came. Your uncle was a different man then, when he sat with us and listened to you singing hymns. Sing me one of the old hymns now, please.’




  In a subdued key, Eleanor sang ‘Abide with me,’ the listener moving her pallid lips to the words. Presently, the singer finished, and the dying girl lay quiet for a moment.




  ‘Abide with me. How sweet it sounds! “Swift to its close ebbs out life’s little day.” I am glad you chose my favorite hymn, Miss Nelly. I shall die repeating these words: “The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide.” Now it is darker still; but I can feel your hand in mine, and I am safe. I did not think death was so blessed and peaceful as this. I am going, going—floating away.’




  ‘Margaret, speak to me!’




  ‘Just one word more. How light it is getting! Is it morning? I can see. I think I am forgiven. I feel better, better! quite forgiven. Light, light, light! everywhere! I can see at last.’




  It was all over. The weary aching heart was at rest. Only a woman, done to death in the flower of youth by starvation and exposure; but not before her task was done, her work accomplished. No lofty ambition to stir her pulses, no great goal to point to for its end. Only a woman, who had given her life to carry out a dying trust; only a woman, who had preserved virtue and honesty amid the direst temptation. What an epitaph for a gravestone! An eulogy that needs no glittering marble to point the way up to the Great White Throne.
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  Mr Carver sat in his private office a few days later, with Margaret’s legacy before him. A hundred times he had turned the paper over. He had held it to the light; he had looked at it upside down, and he had looked at it sideways and longways; in fact, every way that his ingenuity could devise. He had even held it to the fire, in faint hopes of sympathetic ink; but his labor had met with no reward. The secret was not discovered.




  The astute legal gentleman consulted his diary, where he had carefully noted down all the facts of the extraordinary case; and the more he studied the matter, the more convinced he became that there was a mystery concealed somewhere; and, moreover, that the key was in his hands, only, unfortunately, the key was a complicated one. Indeed, to such absurd lengths had he gone in the matter, that Edgar Allan Poe’s romances of The Gold Bug and The Purloined Letter lay before him, and his study of those ingenious narratives had permeated his brain to such an extent lately, that he had begun to discover mystery in everything. The tales of the American genius convinced him that the solution was a simple one—provokingly simple, only, like all simple things, the hardest of attainment. He was quite aware of the methodical habits of his late client, Mr Morton, and felt that such a man could not have written such a letter, even on his dying bed, unless he had a powerful motive in so doing. Despite the uneasy consciousness that the affair was a ludicrous one to engage the attention of a sober business man like himself, he could not shake off the fascination which held him.




  ‘Pretty sort of thing this for a man at my time of life to get mixed up in,’ he muttered to himself. ‘What would the profession say if they knew Richard Carver had taken to read detective romances in business hours? I shall find myself writing poetry some day, if I don’t take care, and coming to the office in a billy-cock hat and turn-down collar. I feel like the heavy father in the transpontine drama; but when I look in that girl’s eyes, I feel fit for any lunacy. Pshaw!—Bates!’




  Mr Bates entered the apartment at his superior’s bidding. ‘Well, sir?’ he said. The estimable Bates was a man of few words.




  ‘I can not make this thing out,’ exclaimed Mr Carver, rubbing his head in irritating perplexity. ‘The more I look at it the worse it seems. Yet I am convinced——’




  ‘That there is some mystery about it!’




  ‘Precisely what I was going to remark. Now, Bates, we must—we really must—unravel this complication. I feel convinced that there is something hidden here. You must lend me your aid in the matter. There is a lot at stake. For instance, if——’




  ‘We get it out properly, I get my partnership; if not, I shall have to—whistle for it, sir!’




  ‘You are a very wonderful fellow, Bates—very. That is precisely what I was going to say,’ Mr Carver exclaimed admiringly. ‘Now, I have been reading a book—a standard work, I may say.’




  ‘Williams’s Executors, sir, or——?’




  ‘No,’ said Mr Carver shortly, and not without some confusion; ‘it is not that admirable volume—it is, in fact, a—a romance.’




  Mr Bates coughed dryly, but respectfully, behind his hand. ‘I beg your pardon, sir; I don’t quite understand. Do you mean you have been reading a—novel?’




  ‘Well, not exactly,’ replied Mr Carver blushing faintly. ‘It is, as I have said, a romance—a romance,’ he continued with an emphasis upon the substantive, to mark the difference between that and an ordinary work of fiction. ‘It is a book treating upon hidden things, and explaining, in a light and pleasant way, the method of logically working out a problem by common-sense. Now, for instance, in the passage I have marked, an allusion is made, by way of example.—Did you ever—ha, ha! play at marbles, Bates?’




  ‘Well, sir, many years ago, I might have indulged in that little amusement,’ Mr Bates admitted with professional caution; ‘but really, sir, it is such a long time ago, that I hardly remember.’




  ‘Very good, Bates. Now, in the course of your experience upon the subject of marbles, do you ever remember placing a game called “Odd and Even?”’




  Bates looked at his principal in utter amazement, and Mr Carver, catching the expression of his face, burst into a hearty laugh, faintly echoed by the bewildered clerk. The notion of two gray-headed men solemnly discussing a game of marbles in business hours, suddenly struck him as being particularly ludicrous.




  ‘Well, sir,’ Bates said with a look of relief, ‘I don’t remember the fascinating amusement you speak of, and I was wondering what it could possibly have to do with the case in point.’




  ‘Well, I won’t go into it now; but if you should like to read it for yourself, there it is,’ said Mr Carver, pushing over the yellow-bound volume to his subordinate.




  Mr Bates eyed the volume suspiciously, and touched it gingerly with his forefinger. ‘As a matter of professional duty, sir, if you desire it, I will read the matter you refer to; but if it is a question of recreation, then, sir, with your permission, I would rather not.’




  ‘That is a hint for me, I suppose. Bates,’ said Mr Carver with much good-humor, ‘not to occupy my time with frivolous literature.’




  ‘Well, sir, I do not consider these the sort of books for a place on a solicitor’s table; but I suppose you know best.’




  ‘I don’t think such a thing has happened before, Bates,’ Mr Carver answered with humility. ‘You see, this is an exceptional case, and I take great interest in the parties.’




  ‘Well, there is something in that,’ said Mr Bates severely, ‘so I suppose we must admit it on this occasion.—But don’t you think, sir, there is some way of getting to the bottom of this affair, without wasting valuable time on such as that?’ and he pointed contemptuously at the book before him.




  ‘Perhaps so, Bates—perhaps so. I think the best thing we can do is to consult an expert. Not a man who is versed in writings, but one of those clever gentlemen who make a study of ciphers. For all we know, there may be a common form of cipher in this paper.’




  ‘That is my opinion, sir. Depend upon it, marbles have nothing to do with this mystery.’




  ‘Mr Seaton wishes to see you, sir,’ said a clerk at this moment.




  ‘Indeed! Ask him to come in.—Good-morning, my dear sir,’ as Seaton entered. ‘We have just been discussing your little affair, Bates and I; but we can make nothing of it—positively nothing.’




  ‘No; I suppose not,’ Edgar replied lightly. ‘I, for my part, cannot understand your making so much of a common scrap of paper. Depend upon it, the precious document is only an ordinary valedictory letter after all. Take my advice—throw it in the fire, and think no more about it.’




  ‘Certainly not, sir,’ Mr Carver replied indignantly. ‘I don’t for one moment believe it to be anything but an important cipher.—What are you smiling at?’




  Edgar had caught sight of the yellow volumes on the table, and could not repress a smile. ‘Have you read those tales?’ he said.




  ‘Yes, I have; and they are particularly interesting.’




  ‘Then I won’t say any more,’ Edgar replied. ‘When a man is fresh from these romances, he is incapable of regarding ordinary life for a time. But the disease cures itself. In the course of a month or so, you will begin to forget these complications, and probably burn that fatal paper.’




  ‘I intend to do nothing of the sort; I am going to submit it to an expert this afternoon, and get his opinion.’




  ‘Yes. And he will keep it for a fortnight, after having read it over once, and then you will get an elaborate report, covering some sheets of paper, stating that it is an ordinary letter. Who was the enemy who lent you Poe’s works?’




  ‘I read those books before you were born, young man; and I may tell you—apart from them—that I am fully convinced that there is a mystery somewhere. ‘Pon my word, you take the matter very coolly, considering all things. But let us put aside the mystery for a time, and tell me something of yourself.’




  ‘I am looking up now, thanks to you and Felix,’ Edgar replied gratefully. ‘I have an appointment at last.’




  ‘I am sure I am heartily glad to hear it. What is it?’




  ‘It was the doing of Felix, of course. The editor of Mayfair was rather taken by my descriptive style in a paper which Felix showed him, and made me an offer of doing the principal continental gambling-houses in London.’




  ‘Um,’ said Mr Carver doubtfully. ‘And the pay?’




  ‘Is particularly good, besides which, I have the entree of these places—the golden key, you know.’




  ‘Have you told your wife about it?’




  ‘Well, not altogether; she might imagine it was dangerous for me. She knows partly what I am doing; but I must not frighten her. I have had two nights of it, and apart from the excitement and the heat, it is certainly not dangerous.’




  ‘I am glad of that,’ said Mr Carver; ‘and am heartily pleased to hear of your success—providing it lasts.’




  ‘Oh, it is sure to last, for I have hundreds of places to go to. To-night I am going to a foreign place in Leicester Square. I go about midnight, and think I may generally be able to get home about two. I have to go alone always.’




  ‘Well, I hope now you have started, you will continue as well,’ Mr Carver said heartily; ‘at any rate, you can continue until I unravel the mystery, and place you in possession of your fortune. Until then, it will do very well.’




  ‘I am not going to count on that,’ Edgar replied; ‘and if it is a failure, I shall not be so disappointed as you, I fancy.’
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  It wanted a few minutes to eleven o’clock, the same night when Seaton turned into Long Acre on his peculiar business. A sharp walk soon brought him to the Alhambra, whence the people were pouring out into the square. Turning down——Street, he soon reached his destination—a long narrow house, in total darkness—a sombre contrast to the neighboring buildings, which were mostly a blaze of light, and busy with the occupations of life. A quiet double rap for some time produced no impression; and just as he had stood upon the door-step long enough to acquire considerable impatience, a sliding panel in the door was pushed back, and a face, in the dim gas-light, was obtruded. A short but somewhat enigmatical conversation ensued, at the end of which the door was grudgingly opened, and Edgar found himself in black darkness. The truculent attendant having barricaded the exit, gave a peculiar whistle, and immediately the light in the hall was turned up. It was a perfectly bare place; but the carpet underfoot was of the heaviest texture, and apparently—as an extra precaution—had been covered with india-rubber matting, so that the footsteps were perfectly deadened; indeed, not the slightest foot-fall could be heard. Following his guide in the direction of the rear of the house, and ascending a short flight of steps, Edgar was thrust unceremoniously into a dark room, the door of which was immediately closed behind him and locked. For a few seconds, Edgar stood quite at a loss to understand his position, till the peculiar whistle was again repeated, and immediately, as if by magic, the room was brilliantly lighted. When Edgar recovered from the glare, he looked curiously around. It was a large room, without windows, save a long skylight, and furnished with an evident aim at culture; but though the furniture was handsome, it was too gaudy to please a tasteful eye. The principal component parts consisted of glass gilt and crimson velvet; quite the sort of apartment that the boy-hero discovers, when he is led with dauntless mien and defiant eye into the presence of the Pirate king; and indeed some of the faces of the men seated around the green board would have done perfectly well for that bloodthirsty favorite of our juvenile fiction.




  There were some thirty men in the room, two-thirds of them playing rouge-et-noir; nor did they cease their rapt attention to the game for one moment to survey the new-comer, that office being perfectly filled by the Argus-eyed proprietor, who was moving unceasingly about the room. ‘Will you play, sare?’ he said insinuatingly to Edgar, who was leisurely surveying the group and making little mental notes for his guidance.




  ‘Thanks! Presently, when I have finished my cigar,’ he replied.




  ‘Ver good, sare, ver good. Will not m’sieu take some refreshment—a leetle champein or eau-di-vie?’




  ‘Anything,’ Edgar replied carelessly, as the polite proprietor proceeded to get the desired refreshment.




  For a few minutes Edgar sat watching his incongruous companions, as he drank sparingly of the champagne before him. The gathering was of the usual run of such places, mostly foreigners, as befitted the neighborhood, and not particularly desirable foreigners at that. On the green table the stakes were apparently small, for Edgar could see nothing but silver, with here and there, a piece of gold. At a smaller table four men were playing the game called poker for small stakes; but what particularly interested Edgar was a young man deep in the fascination of ecarte with a man who to him was evidently a stranger. The younger man—quite a boy, in fact—was losing heavily, and the money on the table here was gold alone, with some bank-notes. Directly Edgar saw the older man, who was winning steadily, he knew him at once; only two nights before he had seen him in a gambling-house at the West End playing the same game, with the same result. Standing behind the winner was a sinister-looking scoundrel, backing the winner’s luck with the unfortunate youngster, and occasionally winning a half-crown from a tall raw-looking American, who was apparently simple enough to risk his money on the loser. Attracted by some impulse he could not understand, Edgar quitted his seat and took his stand alongside the stranger, who was losing his money with such simple good-nature.




  ‘Stranger, you have all the luck, and that’s a fact. There goes another piece of my family plate. Your business is better ‘n gold-mining, and I want you to believe it,’ drawled the American, passing another half-crown across the table.




  ‘You are a bit unlucky,’ replied the stranger, with a flash of his white teeth; ‘but your turn will come, particularly as the young gentleman is really the better player. I should back him myself, only I believe in a man’s luck.’




  ‘Wall, now, I shouldn’t wonder if the younker is the best player,’ the American replied, with an emphasis on the last word. ‘So I fancy I shall give him another trial. He’s a bit like a young hoss, he is—but he’s honest.’




  ‘You don’t mean to insinuate we’re not on the square, eh?’ said the lucky player sullenly; ‘because, if that is so——’




  ‘Now, don’t you get riled, don’t,’ said the American soothingly. ‘I’m a peaceable individual, and apt to get easily frightened. I’m a-goin’ to back the young un again.’




  The game proceeded: the younger man lost. Another game followed, the American backing him again, and gradually, in his excitement, bending further and further over the table. The players, deep in their movements, scarcely noticed him.




  ‘My game!’ said the elder man triumphantly. ‘Did you ever see such luck in your life? Here is the king again.’




  The American, quick as thought, picked up the pack of cards and turned them leisurely over in his hand. ‘Well, now, stranger,’ he said, with great distinctness, ‘I don’t know much about cards, and that’s a fact. I’ve seen some strange things in my time, but I never—no, never—seed a pack of cards before with two kings of the same suit.’




  ‘It must be a mistake,’ exclaimed the stranger, jumping to his feet with an oath. ‘Perhaps the cards have got mixed.’




  ‘Wall, it’s not a nice mistake, I reckon. Out to ‘Frisco, I seed a gentleman of your persuasion dance at his own funeral for a mistake like that. He didn’t dance long, and the exertion killed him; at least that’s what the crowner’s jury said.’




  ‘Do you mean to insinuate that I’m a swindler, sir? Do you mean to infer that I cheated this gentleman?’ blustered the detected sharper, approaching the speaker with a menacing air.




  ‘That is about the longitude of it,’ replied the American cheerfully.




  Without another word and without the slightest warning, the swindler rushed at the American; but he had evidently reckoned without his host, for he was met by a crushing blow full in the face, which sent him reeling across the room. His colleague deeming discretion the better part of valour, and warned by a menacing glance from Edgar, desisted from his evident intention of aiding in the attack.




  By this time the sinister proprietor and the players from the other tables had gathered round, evidently, from the expression of their eyes, ripe for any sort of mischief and plunder. Clearly, the little group were in a desperate strait.




  ‘Have it out,’ whispered Edgar eagerly to his gaunt companion. ‘I’m quite with you. They certainly mean mischief.’




  ‘All right, Britisher,’ replied the American coolly. ‘I’ll pull through it somehow. Keep your back to mine.’




  The proprietor was the first to speak. ‘I understand, sare, you accuse one of my customer of the cheat. Cheat yourself—pah!’ he said, snapping his fingers in the American’s face. ‘Who are you, sare, that comes here to accuse of the cheat?’




  ‘Look, here,’ said the American grimly. ‘My name is Aeneas B. Slimm, generally known as Long Ben. I don’t easily rile, you grinning little monkey; but when I do rile, I rile hard, and that’s a fact. I ain’t been in the mines for ten years without knowing a scoundrel when I meet him, and I never had the privilege of seein’ such a fine sample as I see around me to-night. Now you open that door right away; you hear me say it.’




  The Frenchman clenched his teeth determinedly, but did not speak, and the crowd gathered more closely around the trio.




  ‘Stand back!’ shouted Mr Slimm—‘stand back, or some of ye will suffer. Will you open that door?’




  The only answer was a rush by some one in the crowd, a movement which that some one bitterly repented, for the iron-clamped toe of the American’s boot struck him prone to the floor, sick and faint with the pain. At this moment the peculiar whistle was heard, and the room was instantly in darkness. Before the crowd could collect themselves for a rush, Mr Slimm passed his hand beneath his long coat-tails and produced a flat lantern, which was fastened round his waist like a policeman’s, and which gave sufficient light to guard against any attack; certainly enough light to show the hungry swindlers the cold gleam of a revolver barrel covering the assembly. The American passed a second weapon to Edgar, and stood calmly waiting for the next move.




  ‘Now,’ he said, sullenly and distinctly, ‘I think we are quits. We air going to leave this pleasant company right away, but first we propose to do justice. Where is the artist who plays cards with two kings of one suit? He’d better come forward, because this weapon has a bad way of going off. He need not fancy I can’t see him, because I can. He is skulking behind the brigand with the ear-rings.’




  The detected swindler came forward sullenly.




  ‘Young man,’ said Mr Slimm, turning towards the boy who had been losing so heavily, ‘how much have you lost?’




  The youngster thought a moment, and said about twenty pounds.




  ‘Twenty pounds. Very good.—Now, my friend, I’m going to trouble you for the loan of twenty pounds. I don’t expect to be in a position to pay you back just at present; but until I do, you can console yourself by remembering that virtue is its own reward. Come, no sulking; shell out that money, or——’




  With great reluctance, the sharper produced the money and handed it over to the youth. The American watched the transaction with grave satisfaction, and then turned to the landlord. ‘Mr Frenchman, we wish you a very good-night. We have not been very profitable customers, nor have we trespassed upon your hospitality. If you want payment badly, you can get it out of the thief who won my half-crowns.—Good-night, gentlemen; we may meet again. If we do, and I am on the jury, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.’




  A moment later, they were in the street, and walking away at a brisk pace, the ungrateful youth disappearing with all speed.




  ‘I am much obliged to you,’ Edgar said; ‘you got me well out of that.’




  ‘Not at all,’ Mr Slimm replied modestly ‘you would have got out of it yourself; you’ve plenty of grit.’




  ‘Well, I don’t know,’ Edgar said admiringly; ‘I would give something to have your pluck and coolness.’




  ‘Practice,’ replied the American dryly. ‘That isn’t what I call a scrape—that’s only a little amusement. But I was rather glad you were with me. I like the look of your face; there’s plenty of character there. As to that pesky young snip, if I’d known he was going to slip off like that, do you think I should have bothered about his money for him? No, sir.’




  ‘I fancy he was too frightened to say or do much.’




  ‘Perhaps so.—Have a cigar?—I daresay he’s some worn-out roue of eighteen, all his nerves destroyed by late hours and dissipation, at a time when he ought to be still at his books.’




  ‘Do you always get over a thing as calmly as this affair?’ asked Edgar, at the same time manipulating one of his companion’s huge cigar’s. ‘I don’t think dissipation has had much effect on your nerves.’




  ‘Well, it don’t, and that’s a fact,’ Mr Slimm admitted candidly; ‘and I’ve had my fling to.—I tell you what it is, Mr—Mr——’




  ‘Seaton—Edgar Seaton is my name.’




  ‘Well, Mr Seaton, I’ve looked death in the face too often to be put out by a little thing like that. When a man has slept, as I have, in the mines with a matter of one thousand ounces of gold in his tent for six weeks, among the most awful blackguards in the world, and plucky blackguards too, his nerves are fit for most anything afterwards. That’s what I done, ay, and had to fight for it more than once.’




  ‘But that does not seem so bad as some dangers.’




  ‘Isn’t it?’ replied the American with shudder. ‘When you wake up and find yourself in bed with a rattlesnake, you’ve got a chance then; when you are on the ground with a panther over you, there is just a squeak then; but to go to sleep expecting to wake up with a knife in your ribs, is quite another apple.—Well, I must say goodnight. Here is Covent Garden. I am staying at the Bedford. Come and breakfast with me to-morrow, and don’t forget to ask for Aeneas Slimm.’




  ‘I will come,’ said Edgar, with a hearty hand-shake.—’ Good- night.’
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  It was nearly ten o’clock on the following morning before Edgar reached the Bedford, Covent Garden. He found the American in his private room waiting his arrival, and clad in a loose dressing-gown, which made him look extra tall and thin—a wonderful garment, embracing every known hue and colour, and strongly resembling, save as to its garishness, a Canadian wood in the fall. Mr Slimm laid aside a disreputable brier he was smoking, as soon as he perceived his visitor. ‘Morning!’ he said briskly. ‘Tolerably punctual. Hope you don’t object to the smell of tobacco so early?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Edgar replied, throwing himself clown in a chair. ‘Like most well-regulated Britons, I cannot say I am partial to the smell of tobacco before breakfast.’




  ‘Do you know,’ Mr Slimm responded dryly, ‘I have seen the time when I never smoked before breakfast. I don’t allude to any great outbreak of virtue on my part; but the fact is, when a man can’t get a breakfast, he can’t be accused of smoking before it—no, sir.’ Having administered this crushing piece of logic with characteristic force, Mr. Slimm rang the bell and proceeded to order ‘the fixings,’ which was his term for the matutinal repast.




  ‘You Britishers have got some sound notions on the subject of dinners and promiscuous refreshment; but your imagination don’t soar to breakfast. There’s nothing substantial about it,’ said Mr Slimm, after finishing a pound or so of steak. ‘The Francatelli who rules the kitchen here is fairly good; and I flatter myself if I stay here much longer he will know what a breakfast is. I stayed for a week at a place off the Strand once; but I was almost starved. Ham and eggs, chops and steaks, was the programme, with a sole, by way of a treat, on Sundays.’




  ‘Very sad,’ replied Edgar, with considerable gravity. ‘You must have suffered. You don’t seem, however, particularly short here.’




  ‘Well, no,’ Mr Slimm admitted, at the same time helping himself to fish; I can manage here.’




  ‘I hope last night’s little scrimmage has not injured your appetite this morning?’ Edgar asked politely.




  ‘Not much. Aeneas Slimm generally can pick up his crumbs tolerably. This little village is a fine place to sharpen the appetite.’




  ‘How long do you propose to stay here?’




  ‘I don’t know; it all depends. I am doing London, you see, and when I do a place, I do it well. You’ve got some fine old landmarks here—very fine,’ said Mr Slimm with proverbial American reverence for the antique. ‘I guess we should be proud of the Tower over to New York—yes, sir.’




  ‘I have never been over it,’ Edgar said carelessly.




  ‘Do, tell. Man, I guess you’re funning. Seems to me kind o’ incredible for an Englishman to live in London and not see the Tower.’




  ‘Really, Mr Slimm, I have never seen the Tower.’




  ‘Wall, if this don’t beat snakes! Never seen the Tower!’ exclaimed the American, chipping his third egg. ‘Maybe you never heard of a picturesque pile known to the inquiring stranger as the British Museum!—Now, have you ever heard of Westminster Abbey?’




  ‘Well,’ said Edgar laughingly, ‘I believe I have; but I must confess that I have never been inside either of the places you mention.’




  ‘Wonderful! Mr Seaton, you’re born to make a name. The man who can pass these places without emotion, ain’t no common shake. I guess you’re the kind of matter they make genius out of.’




  ‘You seem to be astonished. Surely, in New York, you have buildings and churches quite as fine as anything in London?’




  ‘You think so, do you? Wall, if it’s any consolation to you, keep on thinking so; it won’t hurt any one.—Mr Seaton,’ continued Slimm, lowering his voice reverently, ‘when I get pottering about down at Westminster, and look at the Abbey and the House of Parliament, strike me if I don’t wish I was a Britisher myself!’




  ‘That is high praise indeed; and I think it is due to your native patriotism to say your approval does you credit. But candidly, it always struck me that our Houses of Parliament are particularly mean-looking for their position.’




  ‘Maybe, maybe,’ Mr Slimm replied meditatively; ‘but there’s something about them that makes me feel chockful of poetry. When I wander into the Abbey among these silent stones and listen to that grand organ, I feel it does me good.’




  ‘You do not look like a man who took any particular delight in music.’




  ‘I don’t, and that’s a fact. I don’t know F sharp from a bull’s foot; but I can feel it. When the artist presiding at the instrument pulls out that wonderful stop like a human voice, I feel real mean, and that’s a fact—yes, sir.’




  ‘It is wonderful what an effect music has on the human understanding,’ Edgar replied. ‘“Music hath charms to soothe the savage breast.” My wife always says——’




  ‘Your wife! I didn’t know you were married.’




  ‘Considering I never told you that interesting fact, I do not see very well how you could know,’ Edgar replied with a smile; which was, however, not so cordially received by Mr Slimm.




  ‘Um,’ he said, doubtfully.—‘Now, look here, my young friend; I’m a rough chap, and I’ve just got to say my mind, if I die for it. Don’t you think a young married man has no business in such a place as we met last night?’




  ‘But, you see, I had business there,’ Edgar said, still smiling. ‘It was stern business, and nothing else, which took me to that place.’




  ‘You’ve got the bulge of me, and that’s a fact.’




  ‘You mean, you don’t understand. Well, I am what is usually known—or rather, in my case, unknown—as a literary man. I am working up a series of articles on gambling-houses.’




  ‘Why don’t you get on a more respectable line?’




  Edgar tapped his pocket and nodded significantly.




  ‘Hard up,’ said Mr Slimm. ‘Case of need’s must, when what’s-his-name drives. You don’t look as if you were dragged up to this sort of thing neither?’




  ‘To be candid with you, I was not,’ Edgar replied, urged by some strange impulse to confide in the American. ‘I am a University man without money. My history is a common one. Educated at a public school, and afterwards at Cambridge, I am expected to get a living in some mysterious way. All my little money was spent upon my education, and then I had to shift for myself. Much good my second-class honors have done me.’




  ‘Then, to prove your wisdom, you got married.’




  ‘Of course. But now comes the most remarkable part of my story. My wife was her uncle’s heiress—not that her money was any inducement to me—and I was engaged to her with his approval. It was arranged I was to manage his property, and we were to live with him. Then a relative of his—a lady—came to stay, and everything went wrong from that time. Finally, acting under the lady’s wonderful fascination, my wife’s uncle forbade our marriage, and ordered her to marry a nephew of the lady’s. This, of course, she refused to do, and was consequently disinherited.’




  ‘What sort of a seraph was the lady?’ asked Mr Slimm, with considerable interest.




  ‘Don’t mention her, pray. She had the evil-eye, if ever woman had.—But to continue. After our wedding, we came to London, and at different times tried to bring about a reconciliation; but to no effect. Then the old gentleman died.’




  ‘A common story enough; but considerable rough on you and your wife,’ said Mr Slimm.




  ‘After that, a most remarkable occurrence happened. When the will was proved, not a sixpence of the old gentleman’s money could be found—that is, excepting the few hundreds in the local bank, for household expenses. It is four years ago now, and to this day not one farthing of the money has turned up.’




  ‘Penny plain, and twopence colored,’ the American said sententiously—‘to be continued in our next. There’s the making of a sound family romance about this.—Anything more?’




  ‘A little. An old companion of my wife’s turned up the other day—or I should say my wife found her accidentally in London. She was standing in the rain on Waterloo Bridge, looking into the water.—You comprehend, don’t you?’




  ‘“One more unfortunate, weary of breath,”’ quoted Mr Slimm with a tender inflection which surprised Edgar. ‘Go on.’




  ‘It was a wonderful coincidence, if nothing more. It appeared that my wife’s uncle on his dying bed gave her a paper for my wife; and he charged her most solemnly to find her and deliver it, which has been done.’




  ‘And it was some secret cipher, bet my boots.’




  ‘On the contrary, it is only a letter—a valedictory letter, containing no clue whatever.’




  ‘Stranger, you take this matter sort of calm,’ said Slimm solemnly. ‘I should like to see that letter. Mark me; providence has a hand in this, and I want you not to forget it. Such a meeting as that between your wife and her old companion didn’t happen for nothing. Listen, and I’ll tell you what once happened to me in Australia. I shall never forget it. I’m a rich man now, for my wants; but I was poor then; in fact, it was just at the time when fortune had turned. I had, at the time I am speaking of, nearly a thousand ounces of dust buried in my tent. As far as I could tell, not a soul in the camp knew what I had, as I had kept it quiet. Well, one night I started out to visit an old chum in a neighboring claim. It was nearly dark when I started, and I had no companion but my dog. I had not gone very far when he began to act in a ridiculous manner, barking and snapping at my horse’s heels, till I thought he was stark mad. Then he turned towards home, stopping every now and then to whine, and finally he struck off home in a bee-line. I rode on, never thinking anything about it till suddenly my horse stumbled and nearly threw me. He had never done such a thing before, and I hadn’t got twenty yards before he did it again. Stranger, I want you to believe I was scared, and I don’t scare easy either. Then I thought of the tales I had read about dogs and their cunning, and, urged by something I can’t understand I turned back. You’d better believe I’m glad I did. When I got back to my tent, I stole in quietly, and there were three of the biggest scoundrels in the camp digging away exactly over the gold. I didn’t give them much time for meditation, I reckon. It was a tough fight; but I saved my gold. I got this valentine to remember it by; darn their ugly pictures; and Mr Slimm bared his huge chest, and displayed a livid gash seamed and lined thereon.




  ‘And the robbers—what became of them?’




  ‘Suffocation,’ Slimm replied laconically. ‘The quality of mercy is strained pretty considerable in a mining camp.’




  ‘And the dog?’




  ‘Dead!—killed by these scoundrels. I ain’t powerful in the water-cart line; but I don’t mind saying I snivelled then. I can’t think of that faithful insect without a kind of lumpiness in my throat.—And now, my friend, don’t you tell me there’s no such thing as fate. You mind if your affair don’t turn out trumps yet.’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ Edgar replied dubiously. ‘It is all forgotten now, though it was a nine day’s wonder in Somersetshire at the time.’




  ‘Somersetshire!’ said the American to Edgar. ‘Now, that’s strange. I’m going to Somersetshire in a few days to see a man I haven’t set eyes on for years. He is a very different man from me—a quiet, scholarly gentleman, a little older than myself. He is a bookish sort of man; and I met him in the mines. We kind of froze to each other; and when we parted, it was understood that whenever I came to England, I was to go and see him. What part of Somersetshire do you hail from?’




  ‘The name of my wife’s old home is Eastwood.’




  ‘Eastwood? Tell me quickly, is it possible that your wife’s uncle is Mr Charles Morton?’




  ‘The same,’ Edgar gasped.—‘What do you know of him?’




  ‘What do I know of him? Why, he was the man I was going to visit; and he’s dead, poor old fellow! You see, I always liked him, and once I saved his life. It’s a curious thing, but when you do a man a favour, or save his life, or any trifle of that kind, you always get to like him some way. Poor old Morton! Well, if this don’t beat snakes! And your wife is the little Nelly he was always raving about? Dear, dear!’




  ‘There must be something more than meets the eye here,’ Edgar said, with a little quaver in his voice. ‘Taking all the circumstances into consideration, it looks as if some inscrutable providence has a hand in it.’




  ‘You bet. I’m not particularly learned, nor no scholar; but I do remember some lines of your immortal poet which tells us: “There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we will.” The more I think of life, the more it puzzles me, and that’s a fact. To think of you and I—two people in five millions—meeting by such chance! And to think of your wife being the niece of my old friend!’




  ‘Did he speak much of her to you?’ Edgar asked.




  ‘A few. “Speak” is no word for it: he raved about her. If ever a man loved a girl, it was your uncle. You must not judge him harshly.’




  ‘I do not; I never did. That there has been collusion, or something more, I have always been convinced. He was so fond of me till his half-sister came; and as to Nelly, he worshipped her.’




  ‘He just did, I know. I should like to see that letter.’




  ‘So you shall; but really, I can see nothing in it.’




  ‘Try and describe it to me.’




  ‘That soon done. It is a commonplace epistle, saying he wished to be remembered as a friend, asking me to forgive him, and hinting that if he had his life to live over again, how different things would be.’




  ‘That is only a blind, perhaps.—Describe the letter.’




  ‘It is written on part of a sheet of foolscap; and from the beginning of the first line to the finish, the paper is covered with writing.’




  ‘No heading of superscription, no signature?’ queried Mr Slimm.




  ‘No; it is not signed; but is precisely like a letter without heading or signature trimmed close up to the writing with a pair of scissors.’




  ‘And is it folded, or are there any lines about it?’




  ‘It is folded like an ordinary note, and there are various horizontal and perpendicular lines upon it. The lines are dotted. Can you make anything of it?’




  ‘Yes,’ said the American quietly. ‘I can make fortune of it. Show me that letter for five minutes, and I will show you something you would give ten-thousand pounds to see.’




  And so, arranging for an early meeting, they parted for the day.




  * * * * *




  Next morning, Eleanor told her husband of a curious dream she had had during the night. She thought she stood on a strange shore, with the sea spread out before her to the utmost horizon. It was sunrise, and coming towards her over the quiet waters, was a great ship—an ‘Argosy with golden sails’—and somehow she thought it brought golden treasures for her. Three times she dreamed the dream, and, saw the stately ship. She asked Edgar what he thought of it. He said that dreams went by contraries.
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  A cynical writer somewhere observes, that no man is too rich not to be glad to get a thousand pounds; and we may therefore assume the joy of an individual who possesses about as many pence, in prospect of obtaining possession of that sum. It was with this kind of joy—not, however, quite free from incredulity—that Edgar, when he met Mr Slimm by appointment at his hotel next day, listened to that gentleman’s renewed asseverations that there were thousands of pounds somewhere in that bit of paper which had been such a mystery to Edgar and his friends. Mr Slimm was this morning more enthusiastic than ever on the subject; but Edgar only smiled in reply, and eyed his cigar with the air of a connoisseur in the weed. The notion of his possessing such a sum was decidedly puzzling. His coolness attracted Mr Slimm’s admiration.




  ‘I’ve seen a man hanged in the middle of a comic song,’ that gentleman observed, with an air of studious reflection; ‘and I guess he was somewhat frigid. I once saw a man meet a long-lost brother whom he had given up for dead, and ask him for a borrowed sovereign, by way of salutation, and I calculate that was cool; but for pure solid stoical calmness, you are right there and blooming.’




  ‘Had I expressed any perturbation, it would have been on account of my doubting your sanity,’ Edgar replied. ‘Does it not strike you as a little strange that a casual acquaintance should discover a puzzle worth ten thousand pounds to me?’




  ‘The unexpected always happens; and blessed things happen swiftly, as great and good things always do,’ said Slimm sententiously. ‘I haven’t quite got the touch of them quotations, but the essence is about consolidated, I calculate.’




  ‘What a fund of philosophy you have!’




  ‘You may say that,’ said the American with some little pride. ‘You see, some years ago I was down to New Orleans, and, I had considerable fever—fact, I wasn’t out of the house for months. Reading ain’t much in my line; but I had to put up with it then. There was a good library in the house, and at first I used to pick out the plums; but that wouldn’t do, so I took ‘em in alphabetical order. It was a large assortment of experience to me. First, I’d get Blair on the Grave, and read that till I was uncertain whether I was an or’nary man or a desperate bad one. Then I would hitch on to British Battles, and get the taste out of my mouth. I reckon I stored up enough knowledge to ruin an or’nary digestion. I read a cookery book once, followed by a chemistry work. I got mixed there. But to return to our muttons, as the Mo’sieus say. I ain’t joking about that letter, and that’s a fact.’




  ‘But what can you know about it?’ Edgar queried, becoming interested, in spite of himself and his better judgment.




  ‘Well, you listen, and I’ll tell you.’




  Edgar composed himself to listen, excited more than he cared to show by the impressive air of his companion, and the absence of that quaint smile which usually distinguished him; nor could the younger man fail to notice not only the change of manner but the change of voice. Mr Slimm was no longer a rough miner; and his accent, if not of refinement, was that of cultivation. Carefully choosing another cigar, and lighting it with deliberate slowness, each moment served to raise his companion’s impatience, a consummation which the astute American doubtless desired.




  ‘When I first knew your uncle,’ he said at length, ‘we were both much younger men, and, as I have before told you, I saved his life. That was in the mines. Well, after a time I lost sight of him, as is generally the case with such wanderers. After he left the mines, I did not stay long; for a kind of home-sickness came over me, and I concluded to get away. I determined to get back and settle down; and for the first time in my life, the notion of marriage came into my head. I had not returned long when I met my fate. Mr Seaton, I will not weary you with a description of my wife. If ever there was an angel upon earth——But no matter; still, it is always a mystery to my mind what she could see in a rough uncouth fellow like me. Well, in course of time we married. I had some money then; but we decided before the year was out that it would be best to get some business or occupation for me. So, after little Amy was born, we moved West.




  For five years we lived there in our little paradise, and two more children came to brighten our Western home. I was rapidly growing a rich man, for the country was good, and the fear of Indians kept more timorous people away. As for us, we were the best of friends; and the old chief used to come to my farmhouse and nurse little Amy for hours. I shall never forget that sight. The dear little one, with her blue eyes and fair curls, sitting on that stern old man’s knee, playing with his beads, and not the least afraid; while the old fellow used to grunt and laugh and get as near a smile as it is possible for an Indian to do. But this was not to last. The old chief died, and a half-breed was appointed in his place. I never liked that man. There was something so truculent and vicious in his face, that it was impossible to like the ruffian. Well, one day he insulted my wife; she screamed, and I ran to her assistance. I took in the situation at a glance, and gave him there and then about the soundest thrashing a man ever had in his life. He went away threatening dire vengeance and looking the deadliest hate; but next morning he came and apologised in such humble terms—for the scoundrel spoke English as well as his own tongue—that I was fain to forget it. Another peaceful year passed away, and then I was summoned to New York on business. Without a single care or anxiety, I left my precious ones behind. I had done it before, and they were not the least afraid.




  ‘One night, when I had completed my business, and had prepared everything for my start in the morning, I was strolling aimlessly along Broadway, when I was hailed by a shout, accompanied by a hearty slap on the back. I turned round, and there I saw Charlie Morton. Mind, I am talking of over twenty years ago, and I think of him as the dashing, good natured, weak Charlie Morton I used to know.—Well, to resume. Over a quiet smoke, he arranged to accompany me.




  ‘It was a glorious morning when we set out, and our hearts were light and gladsome, and our spirits as bright as the weather. Was not I returning to my darlings! We rode on mile after mile and day after day, till we were within twelve hours of my house. Then we found, by unmistakable signs, that the Indians were on the war-path. This was uncomfortable news for us; but still I never had an uneasy thought for the people at home.




  ‘When the following morning dawned I rose with a strange presentiment of coming evil; but I shook it off, thinking it was the excitement of returning, for I had never been away from my wife so long before. It was just about noon when I thought I saw a solitary figure in the distance. It was a strange thing to meet a stray Indian there, and judge of my surprise when I saw him making towards us! It turned out to be a deaf and dumb Sioux I employed about the clearing, and one of the same tribe we were so friendly with. By his excited state and jaded appearance, he had travelled far and hurriedly. When we came up to him, a horrible fear came over me, for then I saw he was in his war-paint. Hurriedly, I made signs to him to know if all was well at home. He shook his head sadly; and with that composure which always characterises his race, proceeded to search for something in his deerskin vest. You can imagine the eagerness with which I watched him; and when he produced a note, with what eagerness did I snatch it out of his hand! Hastily, I read it, and sank back in my saddle with a sense of almost painful relief. Apparently, all was well. The missive was half a sheet of note-paper, or, more properly, half of half a sheet of paper, containing some twelve lines, written right across the paper, with no signature or heading, saying how anxious she was for my return. I handed it to Morton with a feeling of delight and thankfulness; but, to my surprise, as he read it, he became graver and graver. At last he burst forth: “Slimm, have you any secret cipher between yourselves?”’




  ‘“No,” I replied, somewhat startled at the question, “Why?”




  ‘“Because there is something more here than meets the eye. You will not mind my saying so; but the body of this note is almost cold, not to say frivolous, while words, burning words, catch my eye here and there. Can you explain it?”




  ‘“Go on!”




  ‘I hardly knew my own voice, it sounded so hard and strained.




  ‘“Yes,” he mused, twisting the paper in his supple fingers, “there is more here than meets the eye. This old messenger is a Sioux; that tribe is on the war-path, and the chief thoroughly understands English. An ordinary appeal for help would be worse than useless, if it fell into his hands. I perceive this paper is creased, and creased with method, and the most touching words are always confined within certain creases. Now, I will fold this longways, and turn the paper so; and then fold it thus, and thus. We are coming to the enigma. Now thus.—No; this way, and—Merciful powers!”




  ‘He almost reeled from his saddle, and I leant over him with straining eyes and read: “For God’s sake, hasten. On the war-path. White Cloud (the chief) has declared…. Hasten to us.” I stopped to see no more. Mechanically thrusting the paper into his saddle-bag, Morton urged me forward; and for some hours we rode like madmen, spurring our horses till the poor creatures almost dropped. At last, in the distance I saw what was my home—a smoking mass of ruins. In the garden lay my three children—dead: and not a quarter of a mile away my wife—also dead!’




  The American here stopped, and threw himself on his face upon the couch where he had been reclining, his huge frame shaking with the violence of his emotion. Edgar watched him with an infinite pity in his eyes for some moments, not daring to intrude upon his grief. Presently, Slimm calmed himself, and raising his face, said: ‘Wall, my friend, I guess them statistics are sorter calculated to blight what the poet calls “love’s young dream.”—Pass the brandy,’ he continued, with an air of ghastly cheerfulness.




  ‘Why did you tell me this?’ Edgar said, pained and shocked at the recital and its horrible climax.




  ‘Well, you see I wanted to convince you of the truth of my words. I shall never allude to my story again, and I hope you never will either; though I dream of it at times.—Your wife’s uncle kept that paper, and I have not the slightest doubt that the same plan has been taken as regards his wealth. I can’t explain it to you at this moment; but from the description you have given of his last letter, I have not the smallest hesitation in saying that it is formed on the same lines as the fatal note I have told you of. Charlie Morton was a good fellow, but he had not the slightest imagination or originality.’




  ‘And you really think that paper contains a secret of importance?’




  ‘Never doubted it for a moment. Look at the whole circumstances. Fancy your meeting me; fancy my knowing your uncle; fancy——Bah! It’s clear as mud.’




  ‘The coincidences are certainly wonderful.’




  ‘Well, they are a few.—And now,’ said Mr Slimm, dropping into his most pronounced Yankee style, ‘let this Adonis truss his points, freeze onto a clean biled rag, and don his plug-hat, and we’ll go and interview that interestin’ epistle—yes, sir.’
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  Edgar and his transatlantic companion walked along Holborn in silence. The former was deeply immersed in thought, and the American, in spite of his forced gaiety, had not yet lost all trace of his late emotion. Presently, they quitted the busy street and turned into one of the narrow lanes leading to Queen Square. Arrived at the house, they were admitted by the grimy diminutive maid-of-all-work, and slowly ascended the maze of stairs leading to Edgar’s sitting-room. There were two persons who looked up as they entered—Eleanor and Jasper Felix. Edgar performed the ceremony of introduction, asking his companion if he had ever heard of the great novelist. He had.




  ‘Yes,’ said Mr Slimm impressively, ‘I believe that name has been mentioned in my hearing once, if not more.—Allow me to shake hands with you, sir. I ain’t given to worshipping everybody who writes a ream of nonsense and calls it a novel; but when I come across men like you, I want to remember it. We don’t have many of your stamp across the Atlantic, though Nathaniel Hawthorne runs you very close.’




  ‘Indeed, you are very complimentary,’ Felix replied; ‘and I take your word as flattering. I don’t like flattery as a rule, especially American flattery. It is rare, in a general way. I feel as if they always want something, you know.’




  ‘Well, I do calculate my countrymen don’t give much away for nothing. They like a quid pro quo; and if they can get the quid without the quo, so much the better are they pleased. But I didn’t come here to discuss the idiosyncrasies of my countrymen.’




  Mr Slimm seemed to possess the happy knack of making his conversation suit his company. Edgar could not help contrasting him now with the typical Yankee of the gambling-house; they hardly seemed like the same man.




  ‘Have you got your uncle’s letter?’ Edgar asked his wife.




  ‘Why?’ she asked, without the slightest curiosity.




  ‘Why? I have almost come to your way of thinking,’ replied Edgar. ‘Do you know, a wonderful thing has happened this morning. To make a long story short, my good friend here was an old friend of your uncle’s. The story is a very sad one; but the gist of it is that the paper your uncle left so nearly resembles a tragic document which he and Mr Slimm once perused together—what, is termed a cipher—that he is almost sure it is taken from the same. The coincidence is so strange, the two letters are so remarkably alike——’




  ‘Is this really so, Mr Slimm?’ Eleanor asked eagerly.




  ‘Yes, madam,’ he said quietly. ‘Some day I will tell you the tale, but not now, of how I came to be in receipt of that terrible document. Your uncle was with me; and from what I know of the circumstances, they must be the same. If you don’t mind me seeing it——’




  Before he could finish his sentence, Eleanor was out of the room, and a silence, an uneasy silence of expectancy, fell on the group. No one spoke, and the few minutes she was away seemed like hours. Then she reappeared, and put the paper in his hands.




  He merely glanced at it for a moment; indeed, he had not time to read it through before a smile began to ripple over his quaint-looking, weather-beaten face. The smile gradually grew into a laugh, and then he turned to view the anxious group with a face full of congratulation and triumph.




  ‘Have you found it? Is it so?’ burst from three people simultaneously.




  He was provokingly slow in his reply, and his Yankee drawl was more painfully apparent than ever. ‘Young man,’ said he to Edgar, ‘what might have been the nominal value of your uncle’s estate—if he had any?’




  ‘About thirty or forty thousand pounds.’




  ‘And I promised, if you would let me see this paper, I would show you something worth ten thousand pounds. Well, you must pardon me for my little mistake. One can’t always guard against mistakes, and this paper is worth four times that amount.’




  For a few moments everyone was aghast at the value of the discovery.




  Edgar was the first to recover himself. ‘You are not joking, Slimm?’ he exclaimed hoarsely.




  ‘Never a bit,’ he replied, with a gaiety delicately intended to cover and arouse the emotion of the others. ‘There it is on the face of the paper, as plainly as possible—the fateful words staring me in the face. You could see them yourselves, if you only knew how.’




  ‘Wonderful!’ exclaimed Felix. ‘And that simple paper contains a secret worth ail that money?’




  ‘Why, certainly. Not only that, but where it is, and the exact spot in which it is concealed. Only to think—a starving, desperate woman dragging such a secret as that about London; and only to think of a single moment preventing it being buried in the Thames. Wonderful, wonderful!’




  ‘Perhaps you will disclose it to us,’ said Edgar, impatient at this philosophical tirade.




  ‘No!’ Eleanor put in resolutely—‘no, Edgar! I do not think it would be fair. Considering the time and trouble Mr Carver has given to the matter, it would only be right for him to know at the same time. The dear old gentleman has been so enthusiastic throughout, and so kind, that I should feel disappointed if he did not hear the secret disclosed when we are all together.’




  ‘How thoughtful you are, Mrs Seaton!’ remarked Felix with great admiration. ‘Of course you are right. The old fellow will be delighted beyond measure, and will fancy he has a hand in the matter himself.’




  ‘I do not see why we should wait for that,’ Edgar grumbled.




  ‘Impatient boy!’ said Eleanor with a charming smile. ‘Talk about curiosity in woman, indeed!’




  ‘All right,’ he replied laughingly, his brow clearing at one glance from his wife. ‘I suppose we must wait. I do not see, however, what is to prevent us starting to see him at once. Probably, you won’t be more than an hour putting on your bonnet, Nelly?’




  ‘I shall be with you in five minutes;’ and, singular to relate, she was.




  ‘Curiosity,’ remarked Edgar, ‘is a great stimulus, even to women.’




  Arrived at Bedford Row, they found Mr Carver at his office, and fortunately disengaged. It did not take the astute gentleman long to perceive, from the faces of his visitors, that something very great and very fortunate had happened.




  ‘Well, good people,’ he said, cheerfully rubbing his head with considerable vigour, ‘what news? Not particularly bad, by the look of you.’




  Edgar stated the case briefly, and at the beginning of his narrative it was plain to see that the worthy solicitor was somewhat disappointed; but when he learned they were nearly as much in the dark as he, he resumed his usual rubicund aspect.




  ‘Dear, dear! how fortunate. Wonderful, wonderful!’ he exclaimed, hopping about excitedly, ‘Never heard such a thing in my life—never, and thirty years in practice too. Quite a hero, Edgar.’




  ‘No, sir,’ Edgar put in modestly. ‘Mr Slimm is the hero. Had it not been for him, we could never have discovered the hidden mine. Talk about Aladdin’s lamp!’




  ‘And so you knew my poor client?’ broke in Mr Carver, addressing Slimm. ‘What a fine fellow he was in those days! I suppose you showed him the secret of the cipher?’




  ‘Wall, no, stranger,’ replied the American, the old Adam cropping out again strongly. ‘He guessed it by instinct, if it wasn’t something higher’n that. I did not know it myself, though it was sent to me by one very dear to me, to warn me of danger. You see, it might have come into the hands of an enemy who understood English, and it was just a desperate chance. It came a trifle late to save my peace of mind,’ he continued naturally, and bitterly, ‘and I shall never forget it. The sight of that piece of paper in that lady’s hands,’ pointing to the important document, ‘gave me a touch of the old feeling when I first saw it.’




  ‘Poor fellow, poor fellow! Pray, don’t distress yourself upon our account. A mere explanation——’




  ‘I’d almost forgotten,’ replied Mr Slimm, taking the paper from Eleanor’s hands. ‘If you will be good enough to listen, I will explain it.’




  They drew close round the table, and he proceeded to explain.




  ‘The paper I hold in my hand,’ said the American, ‘is filled with writing, commencing at the top of the paper, without anything of a margin, and ending in the same manner. The paper, you perceive, is ruled with dotted lines, which makes the task of deciphering the secret all the easier. It has five dotted perpendicular lines at equal distances; and four horizontal, not so equal in distance. These are guide-lines. Now, I will take the letter and fold it along the centre dotted line from top to bottom, with the writing inside—so. Then from the second dotted line, counting from, the right- hand side, I fold it backwards, showing the writing—thus. Then I fold the fourth dotted line from the right hand over the writing. The first part is accomplished by turning the narrow slip of writing between the fifth line and the left-hand side back thus; and then you see this. The rest is simple. Fold the slip in two, keeping the writing inside; then turn the bottom portion back and fold it across the lower dotted line, and the puzzle is complete. Or there is yet a simpler way. In each corner of the paper there are a few words inclosed by the dotted lines. Begin at the top at the word “Darling,” then across the line to the words “Nelly, in.” Then the next line, which is all inclosed at the top in the corner squares. Read the same way at the bottom corner squares; and see the result. You are puzzled by the folding, I see; but try the other way. Here,’ he said, handing the paper to Nelly; please read aloud what you can make of it.’




  Following his instructions, Nelly made out the words thus:




  Darling…. .. Nelly, in


  the garden….under the


  Niobe…. .. . you will


  find my…. .. money.




  The murder was out! The mystery which had puzzled everyone was explained; and after all, it was so simple! The simplicity of the affair was its greatest safeguard. It was so simple, so particularly devoid of intricacy, that it had baffled them all. Something bewildering and elaborate they had expected, but nothing like this. Mr Carver, notwithstanding his joy, looked inexpressibly foolish. Edgar gave way to his emotion in mirth. ‘O shade of Edgar Allan Poe, what a climax!’ he exclaimed. ‘Was it for this our worthy friend waded through the abstruse philosophy of The Purloined Letter and the intricacies of The Gold Bug? Was it for this that The Murders in the Rue Morgue and The Mystery of Marie Roget were committed to memory?’




  ‘Be quiet, you young jackanapes!’ exclaimed Mr Carver testily; and then, seeing the ludicrous side of the matter, he joined in the younger man’s mirth with equal heartiness.




  ‘But why,’ said Eleanor, still serious, and dwelling upon the mystery—‘why did not uncle fold the letter in the way he wished it to be read?’




  ‘Well, madam,’ Mr Slimm explained, ‘you see in that case the letter would have adopted itself to the folds so readily, that, had it fallen into a stranger’s hand, he would have discovered the secret at once. Your uncle must have remembered the letter he founded his upon, and how easily he discovered that. By folding this paper in the ordinary way, improper curiosity was baffled.’




  ‘Yes, I suppose so,’ Eleanor mused. ‘Anyway, thank heaven, we have solved the mystery, and we are free at last!’




  ‘Don’t look so serious, darling,’ Edgar said brightly. ‘It is all ours now, to do what we like with. How happy we shall be!’




  ‘Ahem!’ coughed Mr Bates ominously, the only remark which, by the way, he had made during the scene.




  ‘Bless me, Bates!’ ejaculated Mr Carver in his abrupt way. ‘Really, I had quite forgotten you.—Shake hands, Bates! Let me shake hands with my future partner.’




  ‘Begging your pardon, sir, I think not. You’—reproachfully—‘seem to have forgotten the will. Mr Morton’s last testament left this property to Miss Wakefield—this money is part of his estate.’




  Mr Carver groaned and sank back in his chair. It was too true. Mr Morton’s last will devised his estate to Miss Wakefield, and this treasure was hers beyond the shadow of a doubt.
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  Imagine a man paying forty thousand pounds into the Bank of England, and learning to-morrow that that stupendous financial concern had stopped payment! Imagine Lady Clara Vere de Vere discovering her wonderful parure with its European renown, to be paste! Imagine the feelings of Thomas Carlyle when the carelessness of John Stuart Mill destroyed the labor of years! Imagine poor Euclid’s state of mind when his wife burnt his books! In short, imagine, each of you, the greatest calamity you can think of, and you will have some faint notion of the feelings of the quartet in Mr Carver’s office at Mr Bates’s disconcerting discovery.




  For a few minutes, silence reigned supreme, and then Edgar commenced to whistle. It was not a particularly cheerful air, but it sufficed to arouse the others from their stupefaction.




  ‘If I had not been an infatuated old idiot,’ said Mr Carver, hurling the unfortunate volume of romance with unnecessary violence across the room, ‘I should have forseen this;’ and murmuring something about strait-waistcoats and the thick-headedness of society in general, he lapsed into gloomy silence.




  Mr Bates regarded his chief in mild disapproval. Such an ebullition of feeling by no means accorded with his views of professional etiquette; besides, he had a feeling that his discovery had not been treated in a proper and business-like manner. ‘Hem!’ said that gentleman, clearing his throat gently—‘hem! If I may be allowed to make a remark—apologising to you, sir’—Mr Carver nodded with dark meaning—‘and taking upon myself to make a suggestion; might it not be possible that where the money is, a will may be concealed also?’




  The party ceased to contemplate space, and a ray of hope quivered on the gloomy horizon for a moment. Mr Carver, however, eyed his clerk with an air of indignation blended with resigned sorrow. ‘I suppose, Bates, every man has moments of incipient insanity,’ he said in accents of the most scathing sarcasm. ‘You, I perceive, are only mortal. I should be sorry to imagine you to have arrived at the worst stage; but I may be allowed, I think, to point out to you one little fact. Do you for one moment suppose that a man who is idiot enough to bury his treasure in this manner, has enough sense remaining to make a will?’ and Mr Carver looked at his subordinate with the air of a man who has made his great point and confounded his adversary.




  ‘I do not agree with, you, sir,’ retorted Bates mildly. ‘A gentleman who has brains enough to carry out such a scheme as this, was not likely to forget a vital part. You are generally sharp enough to see a point like this. What with romances and games of marbles, hem! and such other frivolities, business seems quite forgotten!’




  It was curious to note with what eagerness the parties most interested hung upon the clerk’s words.




  ‘Bates, Bates! I never thought it would come to this,’ returned the pseudo-justice, shaking his head in more sorrow than anger. ‘A man still in the prime of life, and to talk like this! Poor fellow, poor fellow!’




  ‘Well, sir, you may doubt, and of course you have a right to your own opinion; but we shall see.’




  ‘See, Bates! how can we see?’ exclaimed the lawyer. ‘Is not this treasure buried upon Miss Wakefield’s property, and are we likely to get an order to search that property?—O yes, of course’—returning to the sarcastic mode—‘Miss Wakefield is so gentle, so amiable, so sweet, and unsuspecting! Bates, I am ashamed of you!’




  The imperturbable Bates shrugged his shoulders slightly and resumed his writing. So far as he was concerned, the matter was done with; but he knew the character of his superior sufficiently to know that the words he had said would take root, for, sooth to say, Mr Carver laid considerable weight upon his junior’s acumen, though, between the twain, such an idea was tacitly ignored.




  During the above interesting duologue, Mr Slimm had been eyeing the antagonists with a smile of placid amusement. That wily gentleman was rather taken with Bates’ argument.




  ‘Seems to me,’ he said, ‘the advantage is not all on one side. The honored mistress of Eastwood, the lady whom our friend’—pointing to Mr Carver—‘has spoken of in such eulogistic terms, is no better off than we are. She has the property where the money is concealed, and, as far as we know now, it belongs to her. Any movement on our side will be sufficient to arouse her suspicions. Providing the money is found, as I have before said, as far as we know, it belongs to her. It is scarcely worth while going to the trouble and expense of unearthing this wealth for her. So far, she has the bulge on us. On the other hand, we know where the money is. She does not, and there we have the bulge on her.’




  ‘And what is your proposition?’ Mr Carver inquired.




  ‘Arbitration,’ replied the American. ‘There is only one thing to do, and that is compromise. Even supposing our friends only get half, surely that is better than nothing. It’s the easiest thing in the world. All you have to do is to say to the lady: “Miss Wakefield, Mr Morton left you his money. You cannot find the money. Mrs Seaton knows where it is. The money, we admit, is yours, though in justice it should belong to her. In a word, my dear lady, divide;”’ and Mr Slimm leant back in his chair whistling a little air from Princess Ada, as if the whole thing was settled to the satisfaction of all parties.




  Mr Carver looked at him as a connoisseur eyes a bad copy of an old master. ‘Mr Slimm, I presume you have never seen the lady?’




  Mr Slimm shook his head.




  ‘I thought not,’ continued Mr Carver. ‘You have been all over the world, and in the course of your rambles I presume you have seen the Sphinx?—Very good. Now, I do not suppose it ever struck you as a good idea to interview that curiosity, or to sit down before its stony charms with a view to learning its past history and the date of its birth.—No? The idea is too absurd; but I may venture to say, without exceeding the bounds of professional caution, that you are just as likely to get any display of emotion from Miss Wakefield—and indeed, the wonderful stone is much the more pleasant object——’




  ‘But she is not so very awful, Mr Carver,’ Eleanor interposed.




  ‘My dear, I know she is not endowed with venomous fangs, though she has the wisdom of the serpent. I am prepared to do anything for you in any shape or form, but I do draw the line at Miss Wakefield. As regards interviewing her upon such a subject, I must respectfully but firmly decline.’




  ‘Surely you don’t object to such a course being taken?’ Edgar asked eagerly. ‘There is no particular harm in it.’




  ‘On the contrary, I think it is the right course to adopt; but I do not propose to be the victim,’ said Mr Carver drily. ‘If any one in this select company has some evil to atone for, and wants a peculiarly torturing penance, let him undertake the task.’




  Felix looked at Mr Bates; Edgar looked at his wife, and each waited politely and considerately for the others to speak. It is not often one meets such pure disregard of self in this grasping world. However, the task must be done; and as Mr Carver disclaimed it, and Bates had no interest in the affair, moreover, Eleanor not being expected to volunteer, manifestly the work lay before the American, Edgar, or Felix.




  The American, like another Curtius, was prepared to fling himself into the gulf. With characteristic and national modesty, he merely waited, willing to yield the van of battle; but the delicacy of the others left him no alternative. He volunteered to go.




  ‘I am a man of few words,’ he said, ‘and I guess I am about calculated to fill the vacancy. I am alone in the world, and if I fail to return, there will be no dear one to mourn the loss. I have one little favor to ask before I go, and that is, in case the worst happens, to spare me an epitaph. You will think of me sometimes; and when you sit round your winter firesides and the wind is howling in the naked trees——’ Here he waved his hands deprecatingly towards the company, as if praying them to spare his emotions.




  Mr Carver’s eyes twinkled at this tirade. ‘Well, that is settled then,’ he said. ‘The sooner you go the better. Shall we say to-morrow?—Very good. The address is 34 Cedar Road, Hampstead.’




  ‘It is well,’ said the victim to friendship. ‘Before I quit you once and for ever, I should like to break the bread of joviality once more; for the last time, I should like to look upon the wine when it is red. To drop the language of metaphor, I invite you all to lunch with me at the Holborn.’




  It was left, then, in Mr Slimm’s hands to consummate what he denominated as ‘working the oracle.’




  ‘What do you think of my dream now?’ Eleanor asked her husband as they walked home together.




  ‘Your “Argosy with golden sails?”’ queried Edgar. ‘Well, I am beginning to think it may come into port after all.’




  * * * * *




  Like the ‘condemned man’ of the penny-a-liner, Mr Slimm passed a good night, and the thought of the task he had undertaken did not deter him from making a hearty and substantial breakfast. Without so much as a tremor, he ordered a cab, and sped away northwards on his diplomatic errand.




  Cedar Road may, without any great stretch of imagination, be termed dingy. It is not the dinginess of the typical London street, but a jaunty kind of griminess, a griminess which knows itself to be grimy, but swaggers with a pretension of spick-and-span cleanliness; a sort of place which makes one think of that cheap gentility which wears gaudy apparel and unclean linen, or no linen at all. I may better explain my meaning by saying that the majority of the houses were black with smoke, and yet, singularly enough, the facings of light stone at the corners have preserved their natural colour, and each house was adorned by a veranda painted a staring green, which stood out in ghastly contrast to the fog stained fronts. Every house had a little grass plot—called, by a stretch of courtesy, the lawn—fronting it. It was presumedly of grass, because it was vegetation of some kind, but about as much like the genuine article as London milk resembles the original lacteal fluid. In the centre of each ‘lawn’ was an oval flower-bed, tenanted by some hardy annuals, bearing infinitesimal blooms of a neutral tint. Each house was approached by a flight of steps rising from the road, which gentle ascent served to keep the prying gaze of the vulgar from peering too closely into the genteel seclusion of the dining-rooms. Every house was the counterpart of its neighbour, each having the same sad-coloured curtains and wire-blinds on the ground-floor, the same cheap muslins at the drawing-room windows, and the same drawn blinds, surmounted with brass rods, to the bedrooms. A canary likewise hung in a painted cage in every drawing-room window; No. 34 boasting in addition a stagnant-looking aquarium, containing three torpid goldfish in extremely dirty water.




  After three peals of the bell, each outrivalling its predecessor in volume, which is not saying much for the bell metal at No. 34, Mr Slimm was answered. Through the fragile door he had distinctly heard the sounds of revelry within, and acquired the information that some mystic Melissa was ‘tidying,’ and therefore ‘Tilda must transform herself for the nonce into the slave of the bell. By the petulant expression on ‘Tilda’s face, the errand was not particularly pleasant to her.




  In answer to his query, the misanthropic ‘Tilda vouchsafed the information that Miss Wakefield was in, adding, that he had better come this way; which siren summons he lost no time in obeying, and was thus introduced into the seclusion of Miss Wakefield’s chamber. Inquiring his name with a snap, and having obtained the desired information, the bewitching ‘Tilda disappeared, and apparently appeared to be singing some sort of ditty in a crescendo voice at the foot of the stairs; the fact of the case being that Miss Wakefield was summoned viva voce; her part of the conversation being inaudible, and the voice of the charmer being perfectly distinct to the visitor, the song running something after this fashion: ‘Miss Wakefield’—um, um, ‘wanted, mum’—um, um. ‘A man, please’—um, um, um. ‘Rather tall’ (very distinctly)—um. ‘No; he is not a gentleman’—um, um, um. ‘All right, miss.’ And then she reappeared with the information that Miss Wakefield would be down at once.




  The space of time mentioned having resolved itself into a quarter of an hour, Mr Slimm was enabled to complete his plan of campaign, not that he anticipated any resistance—in which deduction he was decidedly wrong—but because he thought it best to be quite prepared with his story, and in a position to receive the enemy in good and compact order. By the time he had done this, and taken a mental inventory of all the furniture in the room—not a violent effort of memory—the door opened, and Miss Wakefield entered.
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  With the exception of her eyes and her teeth, Miss Wakefield was an ordinary, nay, almost a benevolent, woman. About sixty years of age, with a figure perfectly straight and supple, and wearing her own hair, which was purple black, she might have passed for forty, save for the innumerable lines and wrinkles on her face. Her eyes were full of a furtive evil light, and never failed to cast a baleful influence over the spectator; her teeth were large and white, but gapped here and there in the front like a saw. Mr Slimm mentally compared her with some choice assortments of womankind he had encountered in the mines and kindred places, and they did not suffer in the comparison.




  ‘Your business?’ she said coldly.




  ‘Madam, you will do me the favor to sit down,’ he replied. ‘What I have to say will take a considerable time.’




  ‘Thank you,’ she said, with the same frigid air; ‘I prefer to stand.’ Some subtle instinct told her this visit boded no good, and she knew in dealing with an adversary what an advantage a standing position gives one.




  By way of answer, Mr Slimm continued standing also.




  ‘Madam,’ he commenced, ‘what I have to say to you concerns the affairs of the late Mr Morton of Eastwood. He was an old friend of mine. Very recently, I heard of his death. I am determined to have justice done.’




  Was it fancy, or did these thin feline lips grow white? He could have sworn he saw them quiver. Anyway, fancy or not, if the worst came to the worst, he had a great card to play.




  Mr Slimm continued: ‘He died, as you are aware, after a curious illness, and rather suddenly at the last. If I am correct, there was no inquest.’




  It was not fancy, then! Mr Slimm’s keen eyes detected a sudden shiver agitate her frame, and his ear caught a quick painful respiration. Why did no one think of this? he said to himself.




  ‘However, for the present we will pass that over. Mr Morton was known to have been a rich man. All he had was left, I understand, to you?’




  ‘In that, sir, you are perfectly right. Pray, continue.’




  ‘Now, at one time, I understand, poor Morton intended to leave everything to his niece. Was that so?’




  Miss Wakefield inclined her head coldly.




  ‘And since his death, not the slightest trace of the bulk of the money has been discovered. Is that not so?’




  Miss Wakefield inclined her head once more.




  ‘Well, we have now discovered where the money is.’




  ‘Discovered where the money is! where my money is!’ the woman cried with a grating laugh. ‘And I presume you came to bring it to me. After all this long while, fancy getting my own at last!’




  ‘I suppose you will do something for Mrs Seaton?’ inquired Slimm.




  ‘Do something for them—of course I will,’ she laughed hardly. ‘I’ll go and call on them. I will let them see me ride in my carriage, while they are begging in the gutter. I will give them a sixpence when they come to ask alms at my house.—Oh, tell me, are they starving?—are they starving, I say?’ she gasped at her passionate utterance, clutching the American by the arm. ‘Are they living on charity? Oh, I hope so—I hope so, for I hate them—hate them!’ The last words hissed lingeringly and spitefully through her teeth.




  ‘Well, not quite,’ Slimm replied cheerfully. ‘It must be consoling to your womanly feelings to know they are getting on first-rate—in fact, they are as happy and comfortable as two people can be.’




  ‘I am sorry for that,’ she said, with a little pant between each word. ‘I hoped they were starving. What right have they to be happy, when I am so miserable?’




  ‘Really, madam, it is no pleasure to bring you news, you take it so uncomfortably,’ Slimm replied. ‘These histrionics, I know, are intended merely to disguise your delicate and tender feelings. Now, we admit this money belongs to you. What will you stand for the information? Forty thousand pounds is a lot of money.’




  ‘Not one farthing,’ replied the woman—‘not one single farthing. The money is mine, and mine it shall remain.’




  ‘In that case,’ said Slimm cheerfully, ‘my mission is at an end.—I wish you a very good-morning.’




  ‘Stop! Do you mean to say you intend to hold the secret unless I agree to some terms?’




  ‘Your powers of penetration do you credit, madam. That is precisely what I do mean.’




  ‘And what, pray, is the price placed upon your secret?’




  ‘Half!’




  ‘Half!’ she echoed, with a bitter laugh. ‘Your are joking. Twenty thousand pounds! Oh, you have made a mistake. You should go to a millionaire, not come to me.’




  ‘Do I understand you to decline?’




  ‘Decline!’ she exclaimed in a fury. ‘Rather than pay that money to them, I would starve and rot! Rather than pay that, the money shall remain in its secret hiding-place till it is forgotten!—Do you take me for an idiot, a drivelling old woman with one foot in the grave? No, no, no! You do not know Selina Wakefield yet. Twenty thousand pounds. Ah, ah, ah! The fools, the fools, the miserable fools, to come and ask me this!’




  ‘Perhaps you will be good enough to name a sum you consider to be equivalent to the service rendered,’ said the American, totally unmoved by this torrent of invective.




  ‘Now you talk like a man of sense,’ she replied. ‘You are quite determined, I see, not to part with your secret until you have a return. Well, let me see. What do you say to a thousand pounds, or, to stretch a point, fifteen hundred?’




  ‘Appalling generosity!’ replied Mr Slimm, regarding the ceiling in rapture—‘wasteful extravagance! I cannot accept it. My principals are so grasping, you know. Now, as a personal favor, and to settle this little difficulty, could not you add, say, another five pounds?’




  ‘Not another farthing.’




  ‘Then I am afraid our interview is at an end,’ he said regretfully.—‘Now, look here. My friends are in no need of money, and are a long way from the state you charitably hoped to find them in. You are getting on in life, and we can afford to wait. When you are no more—not to put too fine a point upon it—we shall lay hands on the treasure, and live happily ever after—yes, madam.’




  ‘What do you want me to do?’ she said sulkily.




  ‘Let me put it another way. Suppose we come to an agreement. It is highly probable that where the money is, a will is concealed. Now, it is very certain that this will is made in Mrs Seaton’s favor. If we make an arrangement to divide the spoil, and that turns out to be so, what a good thing it will be for you! On the other hand, if there is no will, you still have a handsome sum of money, which without our aid you can never enjoy; and do not mistake me when I say that aid will never be accorded without some benefit to the parties I have the honor to represent.’




  ‘And suppose I refuse?’




  ‘So much the worse for you. Then we have another course open, and one I decidedly advocate. We will at our own risk recover the money, trusting to our good fortune to find the will. If not, we will throw the money in Chancery, and fight you for it on the ground of undue influence and fraud.’




  ‘Fraud, sir! What do you mean?’ exclaimed the lady, trembling with indignation and hatred.




  Mr Slimm approached her more closely, and looking sternly into her eyes, said: ‘Mark me, madam!—the Seatons are not unfriended. I am by no means a poor man myself, and I will not leave a stone unturned to unravel this mystery. Do you think I am fool enough to believe that my old friend hid his money away in this strange manner unless he had some fear? and, if I mistake not, you are the cause of that fear. Had he intended his wealth for you, he would have left it openly. Nothing shall be left undone to fathom the matter; and if necessary’—here he lowered his voice to an impressive whisper—‘the body shall be exhumed. Do you understand, madam?—exhumed?’




  The pallor on the woman’s face deepened to a ghastly ashen gray. ‘What would you have me do?’ she exclaimed faintly.




  ‘Come to our terms, and all will be well,’ Slimm said, pursuing the advantage he had gained; ‘otherwise—’ here he paused—‘however, we will say nothing about that. What I propose is this: that an agreement be drawn up and entered into upon the terms, that in case no will is found with the money, the property is divided; and if a will is found leaving the property to Mrs Seaton, you take five thousand pounds. That is my final offer.’




  ‘I—I consent,’ she faltered humbly, at the same time longing, in her passionate madness, to do her antagonist some deadly mischief, as he stood before her so calmly triumphant.




  ‘Very good,’ he said quietly—‘very, good. Then I presume our intercourse is at an end. You will he good enough to be at Mr Carver’s office, in Bedford Row at three o’clock to-morrow afternoon.’




  ‘One moment. Are you in the secret?’




  ‘Madam, I have that felicity. But why?’




  ‘Perhaps now we have come to terms, you may be good enough to tell me where it is.’




  ‘Curiosity, thy name is woman,’ said Slimm sententiously. ‘I am sorry. I cannot gratify that little wish; but as you will doubtless be present at the opening ceremony, you will not object to restrain your curiosity for the present.—Good-morning.’




  Miss Wakefield watched our ambassador’s cab leave the door, and then threw herself, in the abandonment of her passion, upon the floor. In the impotence of her rage and despair, she lay there, rolling like a mad dog, tearing at her long nails with the strong uneven teeth. ‘What does he know?’ she hissed. ‘What can he know? Beaten, beaten at last!’




  ‘What a woman!’ soliloquised Slimm as he rolled back Londonwards. ‘I must have a cigar, to get the flavor out of my mouth.’




  When he arrived at Mr Carver’s, he found Eleanor and her husband awaiting him with great impatience.




  ‘What cheer, my comrade?’ Edgar asked with assumed cheerfulness.




  ‘Considering the circumstances of the case and the imminent risk I ran, you might at least have expressed a desire to weep upon this rugged bosom,’ Slimm answered reproachfully. ‘I found the evil, like most evils, not half so bad when it is properly faced.’




  ‘And Miss Wakefield?’ asked Mr Carver anxiously.




  ‘Gentle as a sucking-dove—only too anxious to meet our views. In fact, I so far tamed her that she has made an appointment to come here to-morrow to settle preliminaries.’




  ‘But what sort of terms did you come to?’ Eleanor asked.




  Slimm briefly related the result of his mission, and its unexpected and desirable consummation, to the mutual astonishment of his listeners; indeed, when he came to review the circumstances of the case, he was somewhat astonished at his own success.




  ‘Wonderful!’ exclaimed Mr Carver, gazing with intense admiration at his enemy. ‘I could not have believed it possible for one man single-handed to have accomplished so much.—My good friend, do I really understand that in any case we get half the money; and in one case, all but five thousand pounds.’




  ‘Precisely; and you get the agreement drawn up, and we will get away to Eastwood the day after to-morrow. I declare I feel as pleased as a schoolboy who has found the apple at hide-and-seek. I feel as if I was getting young again.’




  ‘Then you think it is really settled?’ Edgar asked, with a sigh of pleasure and relief.




  ‘Not the slightest doubt of it,’ said the American promptly. ‘And I think I may be allowed to observe, that of all the strange things I ever came across throughout my long and checkered career, this is about the strangest.’




  ‘It certainly beats anything I ever remember,’ said Mr Carver with a buoyant air.—‘What, do you say, Bates?’




  ‘Well, sir,’ Mr Bates admitted, ‘there certainly are some points about it one does not generally encounter in the ordinary run of business.’
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  When the poet, in the pursuit of his fancy, eulogised the stately homes of England, he must have forgotten or totally ignored a class of dwelling dearer to my mind than all the marble halls the taste or vanity of man ever designed. The Duke of Stilton doubtless prefers his ancestral home, with its towers and turrets, its capacious stables—which, by-the-bye, seem the first consideration in the Brobdingnagian erections of the hour; he may wander with an air of pride through the Raphael hall, and the Teniers gallery or the Cuyp drawing-room. For me, he can have his art treasures, his Carrara marbles, his priceless Wedgwood, his Dresden. He may enjoy his drawing-room—blue, red, and every color in the universe. He may dine in the bosom of his family on every delicacy a cordon bleu can devise to tickle the palate and stimulate the appetite, with its accompaniment of rose-patterned silver and dainty china. Let him luxuriate in it all, if he will.




  I have in my mind’s eye a house far different from His Grace’s, but which, nevertheless, if not rich in bric-a-brac, has an appearance of harmony and refinement refreshing beyond belief. It is the house, or, if you will, the villa of Eastwood. Against the main road is a rugged stone wall, moss-incrusted and lichen-strewn, and surmounted by dense laurel. Opening the old-fashioned wooden gate, a broad path leads to the door, which is some forty yards away, at the side of the house. It is a low, gray stone house, clustered with ivy and clematis, and climbing roses twisting round the long double row of windows. In front is the lawn, quite half an acre in extent, and shut off from a garden by a brick wall, covered with apricot and nectarine. On the right, leading towards the house, is a sloping bank, all white and fragrant in spring with violets; and above this bank, approached by an ancient horse-block, is the old-world garden. It is a large garden, with broad green paths, sheltered bowers of apple-trees, and the borders gay with wall-flowers, mignonette, stocks, pansies, London-pride, Tom Thumb, and here and there great bushes of lavender and old-man. Far down is a walk of filbert trees, where the wily squirrel makes merry in the harvest-time, and the cherry-trees all melodious with the song of the blackbird. There is a balmy smell here of thyme and sage and endive, and the variety of sweet herbs which our grandmothers were wont to cull in autumn, and suspend in muslin bags from the kitchen rafters.




  Opening the heavy hall door with the licensed freedom of the novelist, we find ourselves in the hall, whence we reach the drawing-room. Here we find our friends, awaiting the arrival of Miss Wakefield. They have been talking and chatting gaily; but as the time for that lady’s arrival draws near, conversation becomes flat, and there is an air of expectation and suppressed excitement about them, which would at once convince the observer that something important was on hand.




  Mr Carver rose from his seat, and, for about the fiftieth time, walked to the window and looked out. It was amusing to note his easy air and debonair appearance, which was palpably assumed to impress the spectators with the idea that he was by no means anxious. The only member of the party who really could be said to be at ease was Mr Bates. He wore his best clothes, and had an air of resigned settled melancholy, evidently expecting the worst, and prepared to have his cup of joy—representing in his case his partnership—dashed from his lips at the last moment.




  Felix was discussing the affair with Edgar in a low voice, and Eleanor sat white and still, only showing her impatience ever and anon by a gentle tap upon the floor with her heel. Mr Slimm was whistling softly in a low key, and industriously engaged in whittling a stick in his hand. Mr Carver returned from his post of observation and threw himself back in his chair with an involuntary sigh. Slimm put up his knife.




  ‘I vote we begin,’ said Edgar.




  ‘No, no; it would not do—it really would not do,’ interposed Mr Carver, seeing the company generally inclined to this view. ‘The lady whom we wait is capable of anything. If we found a will in her absence, she would not be above saying we put it there.’




  ‘Judging from my limited experience of the lady, I calculate you are about right, sir,’ said Mr Slimm. ‘No; after so many years’ patience, it would certainly be unwise to do anything rash now.’




  ‘It is the last few moments which seem so hard,’ Eleanor said. ‘Suppose, after all, we should find nothing!’




  ‘For goodness’ sake, don’t think of such a thing!’ Edgar exclaimed. ‘Fancy, after all this bother and anxiety!’




  The party lapsed into silence again, and once more Mr Carver strolled towards the window. It is strange, when one is anxiously waiting for anything, how slowly time goes. Edgar took his watch out of his pocket every other minute, like a schoolboy who wears one for the first time.




  ‘I think I will walk down the road and see if she is coming,’ Slimm observed. ‘It would look a little polite, I think.’




  Edgar murmured something touching love’s young dream, and asked the American if the fascination was so strong.




  ‘Well, no,’ he replied. ‘I don’t deny she is fascinating; but it is not the sort of glamor that generally thrills the young bosom. One thing we all agree upon, I think, and that is, that we shall be all extremely pleased to see the lady.’




  ‘That is a strange thing in itself,’ Edgar replied drily. ‘The damsel is evidently coy. She is at present, doubtless, struggling with her emotion. I fancy she does not intend to come.’




  At this moment there was a sound of wheels, and a coach pulled up at the gate. After a moment, a tall black figure was seen approaching the house. A few seconds later, Miss Wakefield entered the room.




  Miss Wakefield surveyed the group with an air of stony deliberation, and the sharkiness of her uneven teeth displayed itself with distinct unpleasantness. There was a cunning look in her eyes, a look of hate and greed strangely blended with avarice.




  Mr Carver, after a premonitory cough, addressed her. ‘Pray, be seated, madam,’ he said with his severest professional manner. ‘The business which has brought us here to-day is not likely to be protracted, and I see no reason why we should not commence at once. I presume you would wish to get it over?’




  ‘Certainly,’ she said; ‘I see nothing to detain us. I presume the thing is concealed somewhere in the house.’




  ‘On the contrary, madam; no. Had such been the case, doubtless it would have been discovered long since. I do not suppose you would have been behindhand in the search; and if I remember, at the time of my late client’s decease, no pains were spared to find his effects. I think that is so?’




  Miss Wakefield emitted a grim smile, and nodded.




  ‘Very, good,’ the lawyer continued—‘very good.—Mr Slimm, I suppose you have the implements at hand? Nothing remains now for it but immediately to set to work and accomplish our mission. I have seen some extraordinary things in the course of my professional career, but I must say that since I have had the honor to be on the rolls, I never encountered anything like this.’




  ‘How, did it come out?’ asked Miss Wakefield acidly.




  ‘Margaret Boulton—you remember her, of course—she was charged with a paper disclosing this secret. If I mistake not, it was given her on the day of Mr Morton’s death.’




  Miss Wakefield drew her breath sharply. ‘Had I but known!’ she said slowly—‘ah, had I but known!’




  There are spots, astronomers inform us, on the sun—a metaphorical expression, which, in the language of the day, implies that nothing is perfect. The expression used by Miss Wakefield therefore proved her to be after all but human, and, I am afraid, raised a feeling of gratulation in her listeners’ breasts that she had not known.




  ‘We are wasting time here,’ said Mr Carver shortly.




  At this signal, every one rose, and made their way out of the house, and thence on to the lawn. They were secluded entirely from observation, and it was impossible for passers-by to see the operations. Mr Slimm presently appeared bearing a pick-axe and spade, and without delay commenced operations. He was an old miner, and went to work in a scientific manner, which could not fail to win the entire approval of the spectators. Miss Wakefield, who, be it remembered, was entirely in the dark, watched his proceedings with a thrilling interest entirely lost in contemplating the workman.




  The spot where they were standing was in the centre of the lawn, and there stood the figure of Niobe in the centre. Truly, the last place to look for a fortune.




  Mr Slimm’s first act was to clear away the weeds and rubbish which had in time sprung up round Niobe’s feet—a task in which he was heartily aided by the onlookers, Mr Carver doing great feats with the thistles; and even Bates joined in the task, covering himself with distinction by his desperate onslaught upon sundry dandelions which time had sown there. This task being accomplished, the real work commenced.




  ‘I do not think we need move that ancient lady,’ said Mr Slimm, touching the Niobe. ‘We will break earth here in front of her.’




  By this time, excitement reigned supreme. Mr Carver hopped about like an animated cork, giving the most contrary directions, and sadly interfering with the task in hand by his well-meant interference. After narrowly escaping sudden death from a hearty swing of Mr Slimm’s pick-axe, he retired to a safe distance, and there directed the work in safety, giving instructions which were totally ignored by the worker.




  ‘I never calculated,’ said the American, as he worked, ‘to be prospecting for pay dirt on a gentleman’s lawn. As an ordinary rule, such is not the place to look for dust. The symptoms don’t indicate gold,’ he continued, digging away with great heartiness; ‘but we never can tell what’s going to turn up, as the philosopher said. Nothing like faith in these little operations. Faith, we are told will remove mountains. It isn’t a mountain exactly that I want to move; but this is precious slow work. Perhaps I’m out of practice, perhaps it’s my impatience, but this heap don’t seem to be increasing to any powerful extent. It can’t be very much farther down, and that’s a fact, or my old comrade must have been a much more powerful man than I took him for.’




  By this time he had excavated the earth to some depth, but as yet nothing was visible. He resumed his task heartily, but as he got deeper and deeper, his anxiety increased.




  ‘I hope we are not going to be sold,’ Mr Slimm said at length.




  ‘Under the statue, remember,’ said Edgar; ‘you are going too deep.’




  ‘I believe you are right,’ replied Mr Slimm, as he directed a few blows almost viciously at the side of the hole he had dug. At that moment the point of the pick struck on some hard surface. Expectation was on tiptoe, and the utmost point of excitement was reached: in other, words, every one became intensely quiet—if quiet can be intense—and watched the worker closely. A few more blows given with hearty good-will, and the spade plied with equal zest, brought to light a square box, directly beneath the statue, but only a few inches underground. A few touches of the spade completed its liberation, and Charles Morton’s hiding place was no longer an uncertainty, but a pleasant reality.




  There, after so long an interment, it lay. The treasure which had caused so much jealousy and scheming, disappointment and misery, care and sorrow, avarice and cunning, was there. For that money one life had been lost; for that treasure, two proud hearts had suffered four years’ misery and deprivation. For that poor dross, one man’s dying bed was imbittered and poisoned; for the loss of it, one woman had wept and raved in vain. Hidden from fear, found by that mysterious agency poor mortals call chance, let us hope at last that it is destined to work some good in a world of tears.




  It was ho dream. The contents were shaken out unceremoniously upon the grass, and certified by Mr Carver. Neat piles of papers and securities, chiefly American, were wrapped in water-proof, in a careful manner. Their previous estimate of Mr Morton’s fortune was found not to have been far wrong; for when the amount of the securities came to be counted, the sum came to no less than thirty-eight thousand five hundred and ten pounds.




  ‘Good!’ exclaimed Miss Wakefield, first to break the silence, and speaking in a voice as nearly approaching satisfaction as it was possible for that estimable female to reach. ‘I presume the rest is merely formal.—Mr Carver, I shall expect nineteen thousand two hundred and fifty-five pounds, free of costs, to be paid into my bankers at once. I certainly take credit for my generosity in this matter.’




  No one answered this remark; the idea of Miss Wakefield’s generosity being sufficient to provide every mind with abundance of speculation. But Mr Slimm’s sharp eye had caught sight of an envelope, which the others, the anxiety to count the spoil, had entirely over-looked. With a quiet smile on his lips, he listened to the last speaker’s gracious remark, and then handing the paper to Mr Carver, said: ‘I am afraid, madam, we shall have to tax your generosity still further. If a will was found in our favor, I think you were to be content with five thousand pounds. If I don’t mistake, the paper I have given to our estimable friend is that interesting document.’




  Meanwhile, Mr Carver was fluttering about in a state of great jubilation. His first act, as soon as he had attracted the attention of the group, was to shake hands with Bates with great and elaborate ceremony. This gratifying operation being concluded, he put on his spectacles and said: ‘Bates, I owe you an apology. I spoke of your intellect disparagingly, I believe, not long since; and now, in the presence of this distinguished circle, I beg leave, in all due humility, to retract my words. It was I who had lost my wits.—No—no contradictions, please. I say it was I. The paper I hold in my hand is the last will and testament of my late client, Charles Morton, the owner of this house. After giving a few brief reasons for disposing of his money in this extraordinary manner, and after a few small legacies, he says: “And as to the rest, residue, and remainder of my estate both real and personal, and of what description or kind soever and of which I may die possessed, I give and bequeath to my niece, Eleanor Seaton, for her absolute use and benefit.” It is signed and witnessed by John Styles and Aaron Gray, both names being familiar to me.—Miss Wakefield, I congratulate you; I do, indeed. You have done really well.’




  It was evident, from the expression of that lady’s face, that she was very far from sharing this opinion. Her upper lip went up, and her saw-like teeth came down in a manner evil to see. ‘It is a conspiracy!’ she hissed, ‘a low, cunning conspiracy.—Oh, you shall pay for it. Do you think you are going to rob me with impunity, with your lawyer schemes? I will fight the will,’ she screamed, ‘if I am ruined for it. I will ruin you all! I will have you struck off the rolls! Oh, you hoary-headed, lying old reptile, you!’




  ‘Madam,’ said Mr Slimm sternly, you forget yourself. Do you not know it is in our power to count the money you have had into the sum we propose to give you? Have a care—have a care!’




  These last words, uttered with peculiar emphasis, had a wonderful effect upon the ‘woman scorned.’ With a violent effort, she collected herself, and when she spoke again, it was without the slightest trace of her late abandoned, reckless manner.




  ‘Be it so,’ she said slowly—‘be it so. You are not likely to hear from me again.—Good-morning.—Mr Slimm, I see my cab is waiting. If you will be good enough to give me your arm, I shall be obliged to you.’




  ‘One moment,’ said Mr Carver. ‘We do not propose to deduct the few hundreds you have from the stipulated sum to be paid to you. You shall hear from me in a few days.’




  ‘Thank you,’ she replied with strange humility.—‘Mr Slimm, are you ready?—Again, good-morning.’




  When the American returned, his face was grave and stern. What passed between him and Miss Wakefield was never known. And so she passes from our history. Her cunning and deceit—if it was not something worse—had availed her nothing. Baffled and defeated, as vice should always be, she retired to her dingy lodging, and was never more seen by our friends. Whether there had been any foul-play was never known. If the shrewd American had any such suspicions, he kept them to himself. It was best, he thought, to let the past dead bury its dead, and not stir up bitterness and the shadow of a crime, where nought but peace and sunshine should be.




  Mr Carver was still puzzled. Why his client should have taken such a strange course with his money, and why he had not come to him and made his last will in a straightforward manner, was a circumstance he could not fathom. But wiser men than the astute lawyer have been puzzled ere now by the idiosyncrasies of man, and Mr Carver was only pondering upon a subject which has been and will be a theme with philosophers for all time.




  ‘Why could he not have come to me?’ he asked at length.




  ‘I think it is easily understood,’ explained Felix; ‘and the principal reason was fear. According to your own showing, Mr Morton was moody and fanciful, possessing a highly-strung nervous system, and easily impressed. That woman’s stronger will stifled his. I am under no obligation to her, but she possesses a mesmeric eye which has a peculiar effect upon me. Besides this, it is evident he never trusted her. He must have known, had he communicated with you, that she would sooner or later discover it, hence his strange conduct. The method, to me, savours strongly of a madman’s cunning. It is proverbial that such men trust no one.’




  ‘It is rather idle to speculate upon it now,’ Edgar said cheerfully. ‘Justice has been done at last, and we are satisfied.’




  ‘We are all satisfied,’ exclaimed Mr Carver. ‘You have your money, and Bates has his partnership.—Eh, Bates?’ slapping that individual with great heartiness on the back—‘eh, Bates?’




  ‘I suppose so,’ replied that misanthrope gravely; ‘but the whole matter is highly unprofessional. There is a lack of business form about it.’




  ‘Ah, ha!’ laughed Mr Carver—just like Bates; no sentiment—no poetry——’




  ‘And no romance,’ put in Edgar.




  It was a merry group. Mr Slimm was talking to Eleanor, making her laugh at his quaint American saws, and she telling him of her strange dream, and how it had all come true. Edgar and Mr Carver were badgering Bates upon his gloomy state; and Felix was amusing and instructing little Nelly with a bewildering, awe-inspiring fairy tale—the little one, who had been a silent spectator of the proceedings, and knew by some childish instinct that some happy event had happened.




  ‘Ring down the curtain—the thing is played out,’ Edgar said; ‘and now back again to London town, Nelly.’




  ‘Papa,’ she said after a pause, ‘has some day come?’




  ‘Yes, darling.’




  ‘Really and truly?’




  ‘Yes, darling. Some day has come at last, little one.’




  * * * * *




  Sunshine and laughter, mirth and joy, instead of misery and despair, gloom and smoke. Eastwood again two months later, and high revels are being held, for is it not little Nelly’s birthday! The blue sky, flecked with little white clouds, smiles overhead, and the birds are making merry in the trees. Niobe still stands in the centre of the lawn, as ready to keep a secret as ever, and saying nothing either of the future or the past.




  A pattering throng of little ones are trying to play at tennis, and Eleanor and her husband are watching them with amused eyes. Eleanor looks very sweet and fair to-day, with the light of happiness in her eyes; and there is an expression of peace on her face, as she leans upon her husband’s chair, which is good and pleasant to see. Mr Bates is looking on at the group with meditative looks, speculating, no doubt, upon marriage settlements, which these little chatterers will want some day. Jolly Mr Carver is in the midst of a group of little ones, making himself an object of ridicule and contempt on account of his lack of knowledge touching the mysteries of ‘hunt the slipper.’ ‘Fancy an old gentleman like that knowing nothing of the game!’—an opinion which one golden-haired fairy tenders him without hesitation, and to which he listens with becoming humility and contriteness. Noble-hearted Felix has established a court, where he is doing his best to emulate the wonders of the Eastern story-tellers, and, to judge from the rapt attention of his audience and the extreme roundness of their eyes, his imagination is by no means faulty. Lying full length on the grass, watching the various groups, is Mr Slimm. There is a depth of sadness in his eyes to-day, for he is thinking of another home—that was—thousands of miles away, and the echo of other voices than those rings in his ears.




  ‘I did hope,’ he said, rising up, ‘that I should spend my old age with my own children; but I suppose it was not to be.’




  ‘Do not think of that now,’ Eleanor said with womanly tenderness.




  ‘Perhaps it is selfish,’ he replied, with a great heave of his chest. ‘It is all for the best, and I have my happiness in yours. Had I not lost my dear ones, I should never have brought you your joy.’




  ‘Dear old fellow!’ Edgar said, pressing his hand warmly. ‘Try and forget that for to-day. How good providence has been to us!’




  ‘It is not every man who has a wife like yours, Seaton,’ said the American, heedless of the blushing Eleanor.




  ‘True for you, old friend,’ Edgar replied, looking at his wife lovingly. ‘I have one in a million;’ and he kissed her fondly.




  The American regarded them for a moment with something in his eyes suspiciously like tears. ‘It was not to be,’ he said at length—‘it was not to be!’




  Eleanor came forward, and took his hands in her own. ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘You have always a home and welcome here. Stay with us, and we will give to you what we can. Now, promise.’




  And he promised.




  THE END
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  THE shades of evening had commenced to fall; already the slanting sun shining through the open window glittered on the array of crystal glasses, turning the wine within them to a blood-red hue. The remains of an ample dessert were scattered about the bare polished table, rich luscious-looking fruits and juicy pines filling the air with their fragrance. A pleasant room, with its panelled walls and quaint curiosities, with here and there a modern picture framed; and again other works standing upon easels or placed against the wainscot. From the Corso below came the sounds of laughter and gaiety; while within, the delicate scent of the pines was overpowered by the odour of tobacco which rose from the cigarettes of the three men sitting there. They were all young—artists evidently, and from the appearance of one of them, he was of a different nationality from the others. Frederick Maxwell was an Englishman, with a passion for art, and no doubt had he been forced to gain a living by his brush, would have made some stir in the world; but being born with the traditional silver spoon in his mouth, his flirtation with the arts never threatened to become serious. He was leaving Rome in a few days, and the dessert upon the table was the remains of a farewell dinner—that custom dear to every English heart. A handsome fair-haired man this Englishman, his clear bright cheek and blue eyes contrasting with the aquiline features and olive-hued complexions of his companions. The man with the black moustache and old velvet painting-jacket, a man with bohemian stamped on him indelibly, was Carlo Visci, also an artist, and a genius to boot, but cursed with that indomitable idleness which is the bane of so many men of talent. The other and slighter Italian, he with the melancholy face and earnest eyes, was Luigi Salvarini, independent as to means, and possessed, poor fool, with the idea that he was ordained by Providence for a second Garibaldi




  There is an infinite sense of rest and comfort, the desire to sit silent and dream of pleasant things, that comes with tobacco after dinner, when the eye can dwell upon the wax lights glittering on glass and china, and on the artistic confusion the conclusion of the repast produces. So the three men sat listlessly, idly there, each drowsily engaged, and none caring to break the delicious silence, rendered all the more pleasing from the gay girlish laughter and the trip of little feet coming up from the Corso below. But no true Briton can remain long silent; and Maxwell, throwing his cigarette out through the window, rose to his feet, yawning. ‘Heigh-ho! So this pleasant life is come to an end,’ he exclaimed. ‘Well, I suppose one cannot be expected to be always playing.’




  Carlo Visci roused himself to laugh gently. ‘Did you ever do anything else, my friend?’ he asked. ‘You play here under sunny skies, in a velvet painting-jacket; then you leave us to pursue the same arduous toil in the tall hat of Albion’s respectability, in the land of fogs and snows. Ah! yes, it is only a change of venue, my philosopher.’




  ‘Not now,’ Salvarini corrected gravely. ‘Remember, he has vowed by all in his power to aid the welfare of the League. That vow conscientiously followed out is undertaking enough for one man’s lifetime.’




  ‘Luigi, you are the skeleton at the feast,’ Visci remonstrated. ‘Cannot you be happy here for one brief hour without reminding us that we are bound by chains we cannot sever?’




  ‘I do not like the mocking tone of your words,’ Salvarini replied. ‘The subject is too earnest for jesting upon.—Surely, Maxwell, you have not so soon forgotten the solemnity of the oath you took last night?’




  ‘I do remember some gibberish I had to repeat, very much like the conspirators’ chorus at the Opera,’ Maxwell returned with a careless shrug. ‘It is not bad fun playing at sedition.—But for goodness’ sake, Luigi, do not keep harping on the same string, like another Paganini, but without that wizard’s versatility.’




  ‘You think it play, do you?’ Salvarini asked almost scornfully. ‘You will find it stern reality some day. Your hour may not come yet, it may not come for years; but if you are ordered to cut off your right hand, you will have to obey.’




  ‘Oh, indeed. Thanks, most earnest youth, for your estimation of my talent for obedience.—Come, Luigi! do not be so Cassandra-like. If the worst comes to the worst, I can pitch this thing into the Tiber.’ He took a gold coin from his pocket as he spoke, making a gesture as if to throw it through the open lattice.




  Salvarini stood up, terror written in every line of his face, as he arrested the outstretched arm. ‘For heaven’s sake, Maxwell, what are you thinking of? Are you mad, or drunk, that you can dream of such a thing?’




  Maxwell laughed as he restored the coin to his pocket. ‘All right, old fellow. I suppose I must honour your scruples; though, mind you, I do not consider myself bound to do anything foolish even for the League.’




  ‘You may not think so; indeed, I hope not; but time will tell.’




  Maxwell laughed again, and whistled carelessly, thinking no more of the little episode. The League, the coin, everything was forgotten; but the time did come when he in his hour of need remembered Luigi’s words, and vividly realised the meaning of the look on his stern earnest face.




  Visci looked on at the incident, totally unmoved, save by a desire to lead the conversation into more pleasant channels. ‘When do you leave, Maxwell?’ he asked. ‘I suppose you are not going for a few days?’




  ‘In about a week probably, not sooner. I did not know I had so many friends in Rome, till I was going to leave them.’




  ‘You will not forget your visit to my little place? Genevieve will never forgive me if I let you go without saying good-bye.’




  ‘Forget little Genevieve!’ Maxwell cried. ‘No, indeed. Whatever my engagements may be, I shall find time to see her; though, I daresay, the day will come when she will forget me easily enough.’




  ‘I am not so sure of that; she is a warm-hearted child. I tell you what we will do; and perhaps Sir Geoffrey and his daughter will join us. We will go down the day alter to-morrow, and make a day of it—Of course you will be one, Luigi?’




  It was growing dark now, too dark to see the rich flush that mounted to the young Italian’s cheek. He hesitated a moment before he spoke. ‘With pleasure, Carlo. A day at your little paradise is not to be lightly refused. I will come gladly.’




  ‘You make a slight mistake, Visci, when you speak of Genevieve as a child,’ Maxwell observed reflectively. ‘She is seventeen—a woman, according to your Italian reckoning. At any rate, she is old enough to know the little blind god, or I am much mistaken.’




  ‘I hope not,’ Visci returned gravely. ‘She is quick and passionate, and somewhat old for her years, by reason of the seclusion she keeps. But let the man beware who lightly wins her heart; it would go hard with him if I crossed his path again!’




  ‘There are serpents in every paradise,’ Maxwell replied sententiously; ‘and let us hope little Gen is free from the curiosity of her original ancestress. But child or not, she has a woman’s heart worth the winning, in which assertion our silent friend here will bear me out.’




  Luigi Salvarini started from his reverie. ‘You are right, Maxwell,’ he said. ‘Many a man would be proud to wear her gage upon his arm. Even I—But why ask me? If I was even so disposed to rest under my own fig-tree, there are ties which preclude such a blissful thought’




  Maxwell whistled softly, and muttered something about a man drawing a bow at a venture—the words audible to Salvarini alone.




  ‘I am tied, as I told you,’ he continued coldly. ‘I do not know why you have drawn me into the discussion at all. I have sterner work before me than dallying by a woman’s side looking into her eyes—’




  ‘And not anything like so pleasant, I dare swear,’ Maxwell interrupted cheerfully. ‘Come, Luigi; do not be so moody. If I have said anything in my foolish way to offend you, I am heartily sorry.’




  ‘I am to blame, Maxwell, not you. You wonder why I am so taken up with this League; if you will listen, I will tell you. The story is old now; but I will tell you as best I can remember.’




  ‘Then, perhaps you will wait till I have found a seat and lighted my cigarette,’ exclaimed a voice from the background at this moment. ‘If Salvarini is going to oblige, I cut in as a listener.’




  At these words, uttered in a thin, slightly sneering voice, the trio turned round suddenly. Had it been lighter, they would have seen a trim, well-built figure, with head well set on square shoulders, and a perfectly cut, deadly pale face, lighted with piercing black eyes, and adorned by a well-waxed, pointed moustache. From his accents, there must have been something like a sneer upon his lips. But whatever he might have been, he seemed to be welcome enough now as he drew a chair to the open window.




  ‘Better late than never,’ Maxwell cried. ‘Help yourself to wine, Le Gautier; and make all due apologies for not turning up to dinner.’




  ‘I will do so,’ the newcomer said languidly. ‘I was detained out of town.—No; you need not ask if a pair of bright eyes were the lodestars to my ardent soul, for I shall not tell you; and in the second place, I have been obtaining your permit as a Brother of the League. I offered up myself on the shrine of friendship; I lost my dinner, voilà tout;’ and saying these words, he put a narrow slip of parchment in Maxwell’s hands.




  ‘I suppose I had better take care of this?’ the Englishman answered carelessly. ‘I got so exasperated with Salvarini, that I came near ditching the sacred moidore out of the window. I presume it would not be wise?’




  ‘Not if you have any respect for a sound body,’ Le Gautier returned dryly. ‘I gather that Luigi has been talking largely about the sacredness of the mission. Well, he is young yet, and the gilt of his enthusiasm does not yet show the nickel beneath, which reminds me. Did my ears deceive me, or were we going to hear a story?’




  ‘It is no story,’ the Italian replied, ‘merely a little family record, to show you how even patriots are not exempt from tyranny.—You remember my brother, Visci? and his wife. He settled down, after fighting years for his country, not many miles from here. Living with him was his wife’s father, an aged man, universally beloved—a being who had not a single enemy in the world. Well, time went on, till one day, without the slightest warning, the old fellow was arrested for compliance in some so-called plot. My brother’s wife clung round her father’s neck; and there, in my brother’s sight, he saw his wife stricken brutally down by the ruffianly soldiers—dead; dead, mind—her only crime that little act of affection—killed by order of the officer in charge. But revenge followed. Paulo shot three of the scoundrels dead, and left the officer, as he thought, dying. Since then, I have never heard of Paulo.—And now, do you wonder why I am a Socialist, with my hand against all authority and order, when it is backed up by such cowardly, unprovoked oppression as this?’




  For a time the listeners remained silent, watching the twinkling stars as they peeped out one by one, nothing to be seen now of each but the glowing tip of his cigarette as the blue smoke drifted from the casement.




  ‘You do not think that your brother and Paulo Lucci, the celebrated brigand we hear so much of, are the same men?’ Visci asked at length. ‘People have said so, you understand.’




  ‘I have heard such a tale,’ Salvarini replied sardonically. ‘The affair created quite a stir in the province at the time; but the peasants do me too much homage in connecting my name with so famous a character. Our Italian imagination does not rest at trifles.’




  ‘Pleasant for the officer who ordered them to strike down your brother’s wife,’ Le Gautier drawled, as he emitted a delicate curl of smoke from his nostrils. ‘Did you ever hear the name of the fellow?’




  ‘Curiously enough, his name is the same as yours, though I cannot be sure, as it is five years ago now. He was a Frenchman, likewise.’




  ‘Moral—let all Le Gautiers keep out of Paulo Lucci’s way,’ Maxwell exclaimed, rising to his feet ‘We do not pay you the compliment of believing you are the same man; but these brigands are apt to strike first and inquire after. Of course, this is always presuming Salvarini’s brother and Paulo Lucci are one.—I am going as far as the Villa Salvarini. Who says ay to that proposal?—The ayes have it’




  They rose to their feet with one accord, and after changing their coats for something more respectable, trooped down the stairs.




  ‘You will not forget about Friday?’ Visci reminded. ‘I shall ask Sir Geoffrey and his daughter to come. We are going down to my little place on that day.—Will you make one, Le Gautier?’




  ‘A thousand thanks, my dear Visci,’ the Frenchman exclaimed; ‘but much as I should like it, the thing is impossible. I am literally overwhelmed in the most important work.’




  A general laugh followed this solemn assertion.




  ‘I am sorry,’ Visci returned politely. ‘You have never been there. I do not think you have ever seen my sister?’




  ‘Never,’ Le Gautier replied with an inexplicable smile. It is a pleasure to come.’
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  WITHOUT the city walls, hidden by the umbrella pines, and back from those secluded walks where young Rome takes its pleasure, stood the Villa Salvarino, almost under the shade of the walls, and hard by the gate of San Pancrazio. In the more prosperous days of the Eternal City, it might have been, and indeed was, the residence of some great Roman family; but aristocracies decline and families pass away; and the haughty owners were by no means averse from making a few English pounds by letting it to any traveller who had the inclination or the means to spend a few months there. The present tenant at this bright Easter-time, Sir Geoffrey Charteris, of Grosvenor Square, London, W., and Haversham Park, in the county of Dorset, Baronet, Deputy-lieutenant, and Justice of the Peace, was a man of long descent The pale azure fluid in his veins was not the blood of us poor mortals; his life-giving stream had been transmitted through succeeding generations from a long line of gallant warriors and gentle dames; from fearless ancestors who followed their sovereign at the call to arms, marched with Richard of the Lion-heart to the Holy Sepulchre, and maybe crossed swords with the doughty Saladin himself. The title, conferred upon a Charteris by the Black Prince in person after the glorious field of Crécy, had known no tarnish as it passed down the long line of great and good men, soldiers, statesmen, and divines, to the present worthy representative of all these honours. Not that he had greatly distinguished himself in any field, save as an Under-secretary in a short-lived inglorious Ministry, where he had made a lasting name as the most incompetent individual ever appointed to office, though he dated every subsequent event and prefixed every after-dinner story by an allusion to the time when he was in the Earl of Muddleton’s Ministry.




  The reception rooms of the villa were crowded when our friends arrived. It was a kind of informal after-dinner reception, attended by most of the English visitors lingering after the Carnival, with some sprinkling of the resident aristocracy; for Sir Geoffrey liked to gather people round him, birth and genius being equally welcome. Sir Geoffrey looked every inch an English gentleman, standing there among his guests. He was apparently about fifty years of age, tall and straight, thoroughbred from his stiff gray hair to the small shapely feet, as yet untroubled by the family gout His eyes were pale blue, and somewhat weak; his face, clear-cut and refined, with an aquiline nose and a high white forehead, but the whole marred by a mouth weak and nervous to the last degree. A connoisseur of art, a dabbler in literature, and last, but not least, a firm believer in spiritualism.




  Enid Charteris, his only daughter and heiress, a girl about eighteen, must be taken for granted. Imagine in all your dreams of fair women what a golden-bronzed-haired girl should be, and you have Enid, with all her charms of manner and person, with that perfect expression without which the most classic features are cold. She smiled brightly as the new-comers entered. It is not given to everyone to be able to disguise their likings and antipathies, and it did not need a practised eye to see her cold greeting for Le Gautier, and the instantaneous glance for Maxwell.




  ‘I really began to think you were going to fail me,’ she said; ‘and this is the last of our receptions too. I shall always have pleasant recollections of my visit to Rome.’




  ‘We have been dining with Maxwell, Miss Charteris,’ Visci explained. ‘Could we forget you, if we tried! And now, before you are so engaged that you can have no word for poor me, I want to ask you a favour. We are going to my country retreat on Friday, and my sister Genevieve is dying to see you. Do persuade Sir Geoffrey to come.’




  ‘Here he is to answer for himself,’ she replied, as the baronet sauntered up to the group.—’ Papa, you must promise to take me to see Signor Visci’s country-house on Friday.—Do you hear?’




  ‘Anything you say is law, my dear,’ Sir Geoffrey answered with comic resignation. ‘Anything you desire.—Le Gautier, I wish to speak to you,’ he whispered quietly; ‘come to me presently.—Salvarini, you here? I thought you had forsworn gaieties of all descriptions. Glad to see you are thinking better of your misanthropy.’




  Le Gautier turned off with the baronet somewhat impatiently, leaving the rest together. Salvarini, looking on somewhat thoughtfully, almost fancied there was a look of relief on Enid’s face as the Frenchman left; certainly, she was less constrained.




  ‘We shall look forward to Friday with great pleasure, then, Signor Visci,’ she said. ‘I have heard you speak so much of the Villa Mattio, that I am expecting to see a perfect paradise.’




  ‘With two Eves,’ Maxwell whispered in English. Visci was not a man to misunderstand the meaning of true company, so, with a bow and a little complimentary speech, he turned aside, taking Salvarini by the arm, and plunged into the glittering crowd.




  ‘I do not understand the meaning there,’ Salvarini remarked as they walked through the rooms. ‘If Maxwell means—’




  ‘Orange blossoms,’ Visci interrupted laconically; ‘and right, too.—Let us get into the music-room. Le Fanu is going to play.’




  Maxwell remained by Enid’s side, toying with her fan and discoursing in their native language in a low voice. From the expression on his face and the earnest ring in his voice, there was no doubting the power of the attraction that chained him there.




  ‘When do you leave Rome, Miss Charteris?’ he asked, abruptly changing the conversation. ‘This is your last reception, I know.’




  ‘We shall leave in the middle of next week for certain. I shall be very sorry for some reasons, for I have been happy here.’




  ‘I shall probably return with you,’ Maxwell observed. ‘I have deferred my departure too long already. It would be pleasant to leave together.’




  ‘After learning everything that Rome could teach you,’ Enid put in archly. ‘Then the Eternal City has no more artistic knowledge to impart?’




  ‘Yes; I have learned some lessons here.’ Maxwell replied with a tender inflection, ‘besides artistic ones. I have been learning one lately that I am never likely to forget. Am I presumptuous, Miss Enid?’




  ‘Really, Mr Maxwell, you are too mysterious. If I could understand you—’




  ‘I think you do understand me; I fervently hope you do.’




  For a moment, a little wild-rose bloom trembled and flushed on the girl’s cheek, then she looked down, playing with her fan nervously. No reason to say she did not understand now. Maxwell did not follow up his advantage; some instinct warned him not; and adroitly changing the conversation, he told her of his life in Rome, each passing moment linking his chains the firmer. Gradually, as they sat talking, a group of men gathered round, breaking in upon their tête-à-tête, laughing and talking after the most approved drawing-room fashion.




  In a distant corner, Sir Geoffrey had buttonholed Le Gautier, and was apparently deep in conversation on some all-absorbing subject The Frenchman was a good listener, with that rare faculty of hearing all that was worthy of note and entirely ignoring the superfluous. He was not a man to talk much of himself, and consequently heard a great deal of family history; details and information that astute young man had found valuable on occasions. He was interested now, Maxwell thought, as he idly speculated upon his face.




  ‘Yes,’ Sir Geoffrey was saying, ‘I am firmly impressed with that belief.’




  He had got upon his favourite topic, and was talking with great volubility. ‘There are certain gifted beings who can call spirits from the vasty deep, and, what is more, the spirits will come. My dear sir, they have been manifested to me.’




  ‘I should not wonder,’ Le Gautier replied, stifling a yawn in its birth. ‘I think you are quite right I am what people call a medium myself, and have assisted at many a séance.’




  ‘Of course you believe the same as I. Let unbelievers scoff if they will, I shall always believe the evidence of my eyes.’




  ‘Of course,’ Le Gautier returned politely, his thoughts wandering feebly in the direction of nightmare, and looking round for some means of escape. ‘I have seen ghosts myself, or thought I have?’




  ‘It is no imagination, Le Gautier,’ Sir Geoffrey continued, with all the prosy earnestness of a man with a hobby. ‘The strangest coincidence happened to me. My late brother, Sir Ughtred, who has been dead nearly twenty years, manifested himself to me the other night. Surely that implies some coming evil, or some duty I have neglected?’




  ‘Perhaps he charged you with some commission,’ Le Gautier observed, pricking up his ears for any scrap of useful information.




  ‘Not that I remember; indeed, I did not see him for years before he died. He was an eccentric man, and an extreme politician—in fact, he got into serious trouble with the authorities, and might even have been arrested, had he not removed himself to New York.’




  ‘New York?’ queried Le Gautier, wondering vaguely where he had heard of this Ughtred Charteris before. ‘Was he connected with any secret society—any Socialist conspiracy?’




  ‘Do you know, I really fancy he was,’ Sir Geoffrey whispered mysteriously. ‘There were certainly some curious things in his effects which were sent to me. I can show you some now, if you would like to see them.’




  Le Gautier expressed his willingness; and the baronet led the way into a small room at the back of the house, half library, half studio. In one corner was an old ebony cabinet; and opening the front, he displayed a multitude of curiosities such as a man will gather together in the course of years. In one little drawer was a case of coins. Le Gautier turned them over carelessly one by one, till, suddenly starting, he eagerly lifted one and held it to the light.




  ‘Where did you get this?’ he asked abruptly.




  Sir Geoffrey took it in his hand. It was a gold coin, a little larger than an ordinary sovereign, and bearing on the reverse side a curious device.




  ‘That came with the rest of my brother’s curiosities.—But why do you ask? You look as if the coin had burnt you.’




  For a moment, Le Gautier had started back, his pale face aglow with suppressed excitement; but as he noticed the baronet’s wondering eyes upon him, he recovered himself by a violent effort.




  ‘It is nothing’—with a smile. ‘It is only the coincidence which startled me for a moment. If you will look here, you will see that I wear a similar coin upon my watch-chain.’




  Sir Geoffrey looked down, and, surely enough, on the end of Le Gautier’s pendant was the facsimile of the medal he held in his hand.




  ‘Bless me, what an extraordinary thing!’ the startled baronet exclaimed. ‘So it is! Perhaps you do not mind telling me where you procured yours?’




  ‘It was given to me,’ Le Gautier replied, with an enigmatic smile. ‘It could not help you, if I told you.—Sir Geoffrey, may I ask you to lend me this coin for a short while? I will tell you some time what I want it for.’




  ‘Some other time, perhaps.’—Le Gautier threw the coin into its place.—‘You see, I regard it as a valuable curiosity and relic, or perhaps I might part with it. You will pardon me.—But I forgot all about our spiritualistic discourse. As you are a medium, I will ask you—’




  ‘At some future time, with all the pleasure in life,’ Le Gautier interrupted hastily. ‘Meanwhile, it is getting late—past eleven now.’




  As they walked back to the salon, the Frenchman was busy with his thoughts. ‘What a lucky find!’ he muttered. ‘It is the missing insignia, sure enough, and the ill-fated Ughtred Charteris is mine host’s brother. I wonder what I can make out of this? There ought to be something in it, with a feeble-minded man who believes in spiritualism, if my hand has not lost its cunning. Nous verrons.’




  He showed nothing of his thoughts, however, as he parted from Enid with a smile and neatly turned compliment. It was getting late now; the streets were empty as the friends turned homeward, Salvarini bidding the others goodnight and turning off in the direction of his apartments.




  ‘You had better change your mind, and come with us on Friday, Hector,’ Visci urged Le Gautier. ‘The baronet and his daughter are to be of the party. Throw work to the dogs for the day, and come.’




  ‘My dear Carlo, the thing is impossible. Do you think I should be chained here this lovely weather, if stern necessity did not compel? If possibly I can get over later in the day, I will not fail you.’




  ‘I am very sorry,’ Visci replied regretfully, ‘because this is the last time, in all probability, our friends will meet together for some time.’




  ‘I am sorry too, Carlo, but I cannot help it. Good-night’




  Le Gautier watched his friend along the moonlit street, a smile upon his face not pleasant to see. ‘Ah, yes,’ he murmured, ‘it is quite impossible. Genevieve is a good little girl, but good little girls are apt to cloy. It is getting dangerous. If Visci should find out, it would be a case of twelve paces and hair-triggers; and I cannot sacrifice myself yet—not even for Genevieve.’
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  LE GAUTIER was not far wrong in his estimate of Carlo Visci. The game the former was playing was a dangerous one. He had met the youthful Genevieve in one of his country excursions, and, struck by her beauty, conceived the idea of finding some slight amusement in her society. It was not hard, in that quiet place, with his audacity and talents, to make himself known to her; nor did the child—for she was little more—romantic, passionate, her head filled with dreams of love and devotion, long remain cold to his advances. Friendship soon ripens into love in the sunny South, where temperaments are warmer, and the cold restraints of northern society do not exist The Frenchman had no sinister intentions when he commenced his little flirtation—a mere recreation pour passer le temps on his side; but alas for good intentions; the moth may not approach too near the flame without scorching its wings. Begun in playfulness, almost sport, the thing gradually ripened into love—love such as most women never know, love encountered by keen wit and a knowledge of the evil side of life. When the story opens, Genevieve had known Le Gautier for six months—had known him, loved him, and trusted him.




  But Le Gautier was already tired of his broken toy. It was all very well as a pastime; but the gilded chains were beginning to chafe, and besides, he had ambitious schemes into which any calculations of Genevieve never entered. He had been thinking less of dark passionate eyes lately than of a fair English face, the face of Enid Charteris; so in his mind he began to revolve how he could best free himself from the Italian girl, ere commencing his campaign against the heart and fortune of Sir Geoffrey Charteris’ heiress. Come what may now, he must file his fetters.




  Filled with this virtuous and manly resolution, he set out the following afternoon for the Villa Mattio. It was Visci’s whim to keep his sister there, along with a younger sister, a child as yet, little Lucrece, both under the charge of a sleepy old gouvernante. In spite of his faults, Visci was a good brother, having too sincere an affection for his sister to keep her with him among the wild student spirits he affected, fearing contamination for her mind. And so she remained in the country; Visci running down from the city to see her, each time congratulating himself upon the foresight he had displayed in such an arrangement as this, little thinking he had thus caused the greatest evil he had to fear.




  Le Gautier walked on till the white facade and stucco pillars of the villa were in sight, and then, striking across a little path leading deep into a thick shady wood, all carpeted with spring flowers, threw himself upon the grass to wait There was a little shrine here by the side of a tiny stream, with the crucifix and a rude stone image of the Virgin in a dark niche; evidently a kind of rustic woodland sanctuary. But Gautier did not notice these things as he lay there; and there was a frown upon his brow, and a thoughtful, determined look upon his face, which boded ill for some one.




  He had not long to wait Pushing the branches of the trees aside and coming towards him with eager, elastic step, was a girl. She was tall and slight; not more than seventeen, in fact, and her dark eyes and clear-cut features gave promise of great beauty. There was a wistful tender smile upon her face as she came forward—a smile tinged with pain, as she noted the moody face of the man lying there, but nevertheless a smile which betokened nothing but perfect, trusting, unutterable love. Le Gautier noted this in his turn, and it did not tend to increase his equanimity. It is not easy for a man, when he is going to commit a base action, to preserve his equanimity when met with perfect confidence by the victim. For a moment she stood there, looking at him, neither speaking for a brief space.




  ‘How ridiculously happy you look, Genevieve,’ Le Gautier said irritably. ‘It is a great compliment to me, but—’




  The girl looked at him shyly, as she leant against a tree, the shafts of light through the leaves playing upon her lustrous coronal of dusky hair and showing the happy gleam in her eyes. ‘I am always contented when you are here, Hector,’ she answered softly.




  ‘And never at any other time, I suppose—’




  ‘I cannot say that I have many things to do, but I can always find time to think of you. I dwell upon you when you are away, and think what I should do if you were to leave me. Ah, yes, I know you will not do that; but if you did, I should die.’




  Le Gautier groaned inwardly. Time had been when he had dwelt with pleasure on these outpourings of an innocent heart.




  ‘You are not one of the dying order of heroines, Genevieve. By no means. And so you often wonder what you would do if I were to leave you?’




  The girl half started from her reclining position, with her scarlet lips parted, and a troubled expression on her lace. ‘You speak very strangely to-day, Hector,’ she exclaimed. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Precisely what I say. You are anxious to know how you would feel if I left you. Your curiosity shall be gratified. I am going to leave you.’




  ‘To leave me! Going away, Hector, and without me?’ Genevieve wondered vaguely whether she heard the words aright She started and pressed her hand to her heart, as if to still its rebellious beating. Going away? The warmth seemed to have departed from the scene, the bright light grew dim as gradually the words forced themselves upon her; and the cold numbness of despair froze her trembling limbs.




  ‘Yes, I am going away,’ Le Gautier repeated in a matter-of-fact manner, but always with his eyes anywhere but on the girl’s face. ‘Indeed, I have no alternative; and as to taking you with me, it is impossible.’




  ‘I have dreamt of something like this,’ Genevieve intoned in a low vague voice, her look seemingly far away. ‘It has been forced upon me, though I have tried not to think so, that you have been growing colder day by day. And now you come and tell me that you are going to leave me! There is no regret in your voice, no sorrow in your face. You will go away and forget, leaving me here in my sorrow, mourning for my lost love—leaving me here heartbroken—deceived!’




  ‘You should go on the stage,’ Le Gautier replied sardonically. ‘Your talents are wasted here. Let me assure you, Genevieve, speaking as a man who has had a little experience, that if you can get up a scene like this upon the boards, there is money in it’




  ‘You are cruel!’ the girl cried, dashing her tears away impetuously—‘you are cruel! What have I done to deserve this from you, Hector? You wish to leave me; that you will not come back again, my heart assures me.’




  ‘Your heart is a prophetic organ, then, cara mia. Now, do look at the thing in a rational light. I am under the orders of the League; to disobey is death to me; and to take you with me is impossible. We must forget all our little flirtations now, for I cannot tell when I may be in Italy again. Now, be a sensible girl; forget all about unfortunate me. No one possibly can know; and when the prince appears, marry him. Be assured that I shall tell no foolish tales.’




  Gradually, surely, the blood crept into the girl’s face as she listened to these mocking words. She drew herself up inch by inch, her eyes bright and hard, her head thrown back. There was a look of infinite withering scorn upon her as she spoke, sparing not herself in the ordeal. ‘And that is the thing I loved!’ she said, each word cold and clear—‘that is the thing to which I gave all my poor heart! I understand your words only too well. I am abandoned. But you have not done with me yet My turn will come, and then—beware!’




  ‘A truce to your histrionics,’ Le Gautier cried, all the tiger aroused in him now, and only too ready to take up the gage thrown down. ‘Do you think I nave no occupation, nothing to dwell upon but romantic schoolgirls one kills pleasant hours with in roaming about the world! You knew well enough the thing could not last I leave for London to-morrow; so, be sensible, and let us part friends.’




  ‘Friends!’ she echoed disdainfully. ‘You and I friends! You have made a woman of me. From this moment, I shall only think of you with loathing!’




  ‘Then why think of me at all? It is very hard a man cannot have a little amusement without such a display of hysterical affection as this. For goodness’ sake, Genevieve, do be sensible!’




  Stung to madness by this cruel taunt, she took one step towards him and stopped, her whole frame thrilling with speechless, consuming rage. It would have gone hard with him then, could she have laid her hand upon a weapon. Then all at once she grew perfectly, rigidly calm. She stepped to the little sanctuary, and took down the wooden cross, holding it in her right hand. ‘Before you go, I have a word to say to you,’ she said between her clenched white teeth. ‘You are a man; I am a poor defenceless girl. You are endowed with all the falseness and deceit that flesh is heir to; I am ignorant of the great world that lies beyond the horizon. You fear no harm from me now; I shall evoke no arm in my defence; but my time will come. When you have nearly accomplished your most cherished schemes, when you nave your foot upon the goal of your crowning ambition, when fortune smiles her brightest upon your endeavours—then I shall strike! Not till then shall you see or hear of me; but the hour will come. Beware of it!’




  ‘Perfection!’ Le Gautier cried. ‘You only want—’




  ‘Not another word!’ the girl commanded. ‘Now, go!—mean, crawling hound, base deceiver of innocent girls! Go! and never look upon my face again; it shall be the worse for you if you do! Go! and forget my passionate words; but the time will come when they shall come back to yon. Go!’ With steady hand she pointed to the opening in the wood; and without another word he slunk away, feeling, in spite of his jaunty air, a miserable, pitiful coward indeed.




  As he turned to go, Genevieve watched him down the long avenue out of sight, and them sinking on her knees, she sobbed long and bitterly, so full of her grief and care that she was oblivious to her surroundings. Her face was deadly pale, her white lips moved passionately, as she knelt there weeping, half praying, half cursing herself in her despair.




  ‘Genevieve!’




  The word, uttered in a tone of wonder and alarm, was repeated a second time before the agitated girl looked up. Salvarini was standing there, his usually grave face a prey to suspicion and alarm, a look which did not disguise entirely an expression of tenderness and affection. Genevieve rose to her feet and wiped away her tears. It was some moments before she was calm enough to speak to the wondering man at her side.




  ‘I have chosen an unfortunate moment for my mission,’ Salvarini mournfully continued; ‘I am afraid my presence is unwelcome here.—Genevieve, there is something behind this I do not understand. It must be beyond an ordinary grief to move you like this.’




  ‘There are some sorrows we dare not think of,’ Genevieve replied with an air of utter weariness.—‘Luigi, do not press me now. Some day, perhaps, I will ask you to help me.’




  ‘I am afraid a brother is the fittest confidant in a case like this. Pardon me, if I am wrong; but when I hear you talking to a man—for his voice came to me—and then I find you in such a plight as this, I must think.—Genevieve! my only love, my idol and dream since I first saw your face, to have given your heart to some one unworthy of you. What will Carlo say, when he hears of it?’




  ‘But he must not hear;’ Genevieve whispered, terrified. ‘Luigi, you have surprised me; but you must keep my secret—I implore you.’




  ‘I can refuse no words of yours. But one thing you must, nay, shall do—you must tell me who this man is; you must have an avenger.’




  ‘Luigi,’ the girl said, laying her hand gently upon his arm, ‘I shall be my own avenger—that I have sworn by the cross I hold in my hand. If it is for years, I can wait—and hope.’




  ‘That is a wrong spirit,’ Salvarini replied sorrowfully. ‘You are mad just now with your wrongs. Stay here at home, and let me be your champion. I love you too well to admire such sentiments from you yet. I shall not press you now; but all time, for good or for evil, I shall wait for you.’




  ‘Luigi, you are a good man, far too good for me. Listen! I must gratify my revenge; till then, all must wait. Things alter; men change; but when the time comes, and you are still the same, say “Come to me,” and I shall be by your side.’




  ‘I shall never change!’ he replied as he touched the outstretched hand with his lips gently.




  Slowly and sadly they walked back towards the house—Genevieve calm and collected now; Salvarini, mournfully resigned; pity and rage—pity for the girl, and rage against her deceiver—alternately supreme in his heart. For some time neither spoke.




  ‘Will you come in?’ she asked.




  ‘Not now,’ he replied, feeling instinctively that his presence would only be an unwelcome restraint. ‘I had a message to bring from Carlo. He and Sir Geoffrey and Miss Charteris are coming to-morrow.—And now, remember, if you want a friend, you have one in me.—Good-bye.’




  ‘Good-bye, Luigi,’ she said mechanically. ‘You are very good. I shall remember.’




  Strangers coming to-morrow. The words bear on her brain like the roar of countless hammers. Strangers coming; and how was she to meet them now, with this wild sense of wrong burning within her vengeful Italian heart, bruised but not crushed? She walked slowly up-stairs and sat down in her room, thinking, till the evening light began to wane, and the lamps of distant Rome to twinkle out one by one. The very silence of the place oppressed her.




  ‘Are you coming down to supper, Genevieve?’




  She aroused herself at these words, and looking up, saw a child standing there before her. She was regarding her sister somewhat curiously, and somewhat pitifully too; the latter, child as she was, did not fail to notice the pale face and dark-ringed eyes. She approached the older girl, throwing her arms round her neck and kissing her gently. ‘What is the matter, cara?’ she asked in her soft liquid Italian. ‘Have you one of your headaches again, sister? Let me comfort you.’




  ‘I have something more than headache, Lucrece—some pain that no soft words of yours can charm away. Run away down-stairs, child; I am not fit to talk to you now.’




  ‘Please, Genevieve, I would rather stay with you.’




  Genevieve looked out again across the landscape, lit here and there now by twinkling lights, reflected from the happy firesides, till it was too dark any longer to see aught but the ghostly shadows.




  ‘Lucrece!’ she exclaimed suddenly, ‘come here.’




  The child hesitated for a moment, and obeyed, taking her sister’s cold damp hand in her own, and waiting for her to speak.




  ‘Do you remember, Lucrece, the Golden City I used to tell you about when you were a little one, the blessed place far away, where there is no strife and no care, and every heart can rest?’




  ‘Yes, I remember, sister.’




  ‘And should you care to go with me?’




  ‘O yes, please. I would go anywhere with you and not be afraid.’




  ‘Then you shall go. When you go to your room to-night, do not take off your clothes, but lie awake till I come for you. Only, mind, if you say a word of this, you will not see the beautiful city.’




  Through the rest of the hours, Genevieve moved about mechanically, getting through the evening meal she scarcely knew now. Gradually time passed on, one by one the members of the household retired. It was an hour later when Genevieve entered her little sister’s room. ‘Lucrece, are you awake?’ she whispered.




  ‘Yes, sister; I am waiting for you. Are we going now?’




  ‘Yes, we are going now. Walk softly, and hold my hand. Come, let us hasten; we have far to go, and the way is weary.’




  Silently they passed down the stairs, and out into the night air, along the path to Rome, walking on till they were lost in the darkness of the night; Genevieve’s face stern and set; the little one’s, bright and hopeful.




  Gradually the east flushed with the golden splendour of the coming dawn; the birds awoke to welcome up the sun; and after them, the laggard morn. The orb of day saw strange things as he rose in the vault of heaven: he saw two tired wayfarers sleeping on the roadside; and then, later, the anxious faces of a party gathered at a pretty villa by the Tiber. As he sank to rest again, he went down upon a party searching woods and streams far and near; and as he dipped behind the shoulder of the purple hills that night, his last red glimpse flushed the faces of the stern sad-visaged group on their way to Rome. When he rose again there were no wayfarers by the roadside, but a brother on his knees praying for his lost darlings and strength to aid him in his extremity. In Sol’s daily flight he saw hope lost, abandoned in despair; but as came each morn, he brought a gentle healing, but never Genevieve back to the Mattio woods again!




  And so time passed on, bringing peace, if not forgetfulness.
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  FIVE YEARS have passed away, bringing strange changes and startling revolutions—years, to some, fraught with misery and regret; years, to others, which have been pregnant with fame and honour; but to the suffering, patient world, only another step nearer to eternity. Five years later, and night in the small German town where honour is wrecked and lives are lost on the hazard of a die. The Kursaal at Homburg sparkling with the glitter of ten thousand lights. Men of all nations were gathered there, drawn together by the strongest cords which bind human destiny—the power of gold. No type of face was wanting; no passion, no emotion that the human visage is capable of, but had its being there: rage, despair, misery, exultation—the whole gamut of man’s passions and triumphs. Women were there too. The bluest-blood recorded in the Almanack de Gotha did not disdain to rub elbows with the last fancy from the Comédie Française; my lord, cold, indifferent, and smiling, sat side by side with the reckless plunger who would have bartered his honour, had that commodity remained to him, for the gold to place upon the colour. On the long green tables, the glittering coins fell with a subdued chink sweeter than the finest music to the hungry ears; a republic the most perfect in the universe, where rich and poor alike are welcomed, with one great destiny—to lose or to gain. There were no wild lamentations there; such vulgar exhibitions were out of place, though feeling cannot be disguised under the deepest mask, for a tremor of the eyelid, a flash of the eye, a convulsive movement of the fingers, betray poor human nature. As the game proceeded with the monotonous cry of the croupier, it was awful to watch the intentness of the faces, how they deepened in interest as the game was made, bending forward till at length ‘Rouge perd et couleur‘ came from the level voice again.




  The croupiers raked in the glittering stacks of gold, silently, swiftly, but with as much emotion as a child would gather cowslips, and threw the winning on each stake as calmly, knowing full well that in the flight of time it must return. The piles were raked up, and then arose a murmur, a confusion of tongues, reminding the spectator of what the bewilderment at Babel must have been, a clamour which died away to silence at the enthralling ‘Faites votre jeu.’




  How the hands clawed at the sparkling treasure; eager, trembling avarice in every fingertip; from the long, lean, yellow claw of the old withered gamester, to the plump little hand of the bride, who is trying her fortune with silver, fearful lest, driven by despair, some less fortunate player should lay felonious fingers upon the piled-up treasure.




  Standing behind the all-absorbed group was a young man with pale, almost ghostly features, and a heavy dark moustache. From his attitude and smile, it was hard to say how fortune had served him, for his face was void of any emotion. He held one piece of gold in his hand, placed it on a colour, waited, and lost. A trifling movement of his lips, pressed tightly together under the dark moustache—that was all. Then for a moment he hesitated, pondered, and suddenly, as if to settle the matter quickly, he detached a coin from his watch-chain and leaned forward again. Under him, seated at the table, was a woman winning steadily. A pile of gold was before her; she was evidently in the luckiest vein. The man, with all a gambler’s superstition, placed the coin in her hand. ‘Stake for me,’ he whispered; ‘you have the luck.’




  Mechanically, she took the proffered coin, and turned it in her hand; then suddenly a wave of crimson, succeeded by a deathly whiteness, came across her face. She held the coin, then put it carefully aside, and staked another in its place. Then, apparently forgetting her emotion in the all-absorbing interest of the game, she looked at the table. ‘Rouge gagne, et couleur perd’ came the chant of the croupier. The stakes were raked in, and the money lost. Under his breath, the man uttered a fervent imprecation, slightly shrugged his shoulders, and turned to watch the game again. From that moment the woman lost; her pile dwindled away to one coin beyond the piece of metal tendered her to stake, but still she played on, the man behind watching her play intently. A little varying luck, at one moment a handful of napoleons, at another, reduced to one, the game proceeded. At length the last but one was gone, save the piece tendered to her by the man behind the chair; that she never parted with. As she sat there, words came to her ears vaguely—the voice of the man behind her, and every time he spoke she shivered, as if a cold breath were passing through her heart A temporary run of luck came to her aid, and so she sat, listening and playing.




  The new-comer was another man, evidently an Italian, fine, strong, with an open face and dark passionate eyes. He touched the first man upon the shoulder lightly, speaking in excellent English.




  There were four actors there, playing, had they but known it, a ghastly tragedy. The two men were players; the listening woman was another; and across the table, behind the spectators, stood a girl. She had a dark southern face of great beauty—a face cleanly chiselled, and lighted by a pair of wondrous black eyes—eyes bent upon the two men and the woman, playing now with the keenest interest She shrank back a little as the new-comer entered, and her breath came a little quicker; but there she stayed, watching and waiting for some opportunity. Her look boded ill for someone. Meanwhile, the unconscious actors fixed their attention on the game. The last arrival touched the other man upon the elbow again, a little roughly this time.




  ‘You have been playing again, Hector?’ he said.




  ‘I have been playing my friend—yes. It is not in my nature to be in such a place without. What would you have me do, Luigi? I am dying of ennui from this inaction—kicking up my heels here waiting for orders.’




  ‘I should have thought you could have found something better to occupy your time,’ the man addressed as Luigi returned. ‘Our work is too stern, too holy, to be shared with such frivolity as this. Gold, gold, with no thoughts of anything but this maddening scramble!’




  ‘My dear Luigi, pray, control yourself. Are you not aware that this sort of thing has been done to death? Do not, as you love me, descend to the level of the descriptive journalist, who comes over here to coin his superlative condemnatory adjectives into money—to lose at this very interesting game. John Bull holds up his hands in horror as he reads the description in his Telegraph, and then he comes to try his luck himself. I, Hector le Gautier, have seen a bishop here.’




  ‘How fond you are of the sound of your own voice,’ Luigi Salvarini returned. ‘Come outside; I have something important to say to you.’




  ‘Something connected with the League, I suppose,’ Le Gautier yawned. ‘If it was not yourself is talking to, I should say, confusion to the League.’




  ‘How rash you are!’ Salvarini returned in a low tone, accompanied by an admiring glance at his companion. ‘Consider what one word spoken lightly might mean to you. The attendants here, the croupier even, might be a Number in the League.’




  ‘Very likely,’ Le Gautier replied carelessly; ‘but it is not probable that, if I should whisper the magic words in his ear, he would give me credit for a few napoleons. I am in no mood for business to-night, Luigi; and if you are the good fellow I take you for, you will lend me—’




  ‘One Brother must always aid another according to his means, says the decree. But, alas! I have nothing.—I came to you with the intention—’




  ‘Oh, did you?’ Le Gautier asked sardonically. ‘Then, in that case, I must look elsewhere; a few francs is all my available capital.’




  ‘Hector,’ the Italian exclaimed suddenly, in a hoarse whisper, ‘where is the?’—He did not finish his sentence, but pointed to the watch-chain the other was idly twirling in his fingers.




  Le Gautier smiled sarcastically. ‘It is gone,’ he said lightly—‘gone to swell the bloated coffers of the bank. Fortune, alas! had no favour even for that mystic coin. Sacred as it should have been, I am its proud possessor no more.’




  ‘You are mad, utterly mad!’ Salvarini exclaimed. ‘If it were but known—if it has fallen into the hands of the bank, or a croupier happens to have a Number, think of what it means to you! The coin would be forwarded to the Central Council; the signs would be called in; yours missing—’




  ‘And one of these admirable German daggers would make acquaintance with my estimable person, with no consolation but the fact of knowing what a handsome corpse I shall make. Bah! A man can only die once, and so long as they do not make me the posthumous hero of a horrible tragedy, I do not care. It is not so very serious, my Luigi.’




  ‘It is serious; you know it is,’ Luigi retorted. ‘No Brother of the League would have had the sublime audacity, the reckless courage—’




  ‘L’audace, l’audace, toujours l’audace,‘ Le Gautier returned. ‘I sigh for new temptations; the sight of the gaming-table is to me what the smell of battle afar off is to the war-horse. I came here intending to risk a louis; I have lost everything. There is nothing like courage at the tables; and as it had a spice of danger in it, I risked—’




  ‘Your life! You do not seem to comprehend the danger.’




  ‘But, my dear friend, it is exactly that spice of danger that gives the thing its nameless charm. Come, you are hipped, out of sorts. You see the duties of the Order in every action; you see the uplifting of the avenging dagger in every shadow that trembles on the wall. Be a man!’




  ‘I am all the more disturbed,’ Salvarini observed with moody, uneasy face, ‘that the orders have come. That is the principal reason I am here to look for you. We are translated to London.’




  ‘That is good news, at any rate,’ Le Gautier exclaimed briskly. ‘I have been literally dying to get back there. By the bright eyes of Enid—What is that?’




  Above the clamour of tongues and the rattle of the gold pieces, a low laugh was heard distinctly close to the speaker’s elbow. He turned sharply round; but there was no one within a few feet of them. Apparently, it had not disturbed the enthralled players, though the croupier swept his cold eye around to discover the author of this unseemly mirth.




  ‘Strange!’ Le Gautier observed. ‘I seem to have heard that laugh before, though I cannot remember where.’




  ‘And so have I,’ Salvarini whispered hoarsely—‘only once, and I hope that I may never hear it again. It is horrible!’




  Le Gautier looked at his companion, amazed to see the agitation pictured on his face. It was white and drawn, as if with some inward pain. Salvarini wiped his damp brow as he met the other’s piercing gaze, and tried to still the trembling of his limbs.




  ‘A passing fancy,’ he explained—‘a fancy which called up a remembrance of my boyhood, the recollection of a vengeance as yet unpaid.—But I am idling; let us get outside. The orders have come, as I tell you, for London. We are to meet the Head Centre at the old address.’




  ‘And how did the orders come?’ Le Gautier asked.




  ‘The old mysterious way,’ was the impatient reply; ‘secrecy and darkness; no trust in any one, however worthy he may have proved—the old suspicion, which drags us down, and holds our hands even in the act of striking. I found them on my table when I got in. You and I are to get to London, and there await orders. Our instructions bear the crossed daggers, indicating extreme secrecy and a mission of great danger.’




  In spite of his sang-froid, Le Gautier could not repress a slight start; and a smile of covert sarcasm, pity almost, rose to his lips as he looked in his companion’s eager, enthusiastic face; the same sort of pity the sharper feels for his unconscious victim when he has him within the toils. Not that the younger man noticed this; his eyes were full of some far-away project, something noble, by their expression.




  ‘The old story of the monkey and the chestnuts,’ Le Gautier observed with his most sinister smile; ‘the puppets run the risk, and the Head Centres get the glory. If we fall, it is in freedom’s name. That is sufficient epitaph for us poor, silly, fluttering moths.’




  ‘But the glory of it!’ Salvarini cried—‘think of that!’




  ‘The glory, yes—the glory of a felon’s grave! The glory lies in the uncertainty. What do we gain, you and I, by the removal of crowned heads? When the last tyrant fell at our leader’s dictate, how much did we benefit by the blow? He was not a bad man; for a king, he was just—’




  ‘You are in a bitter mood, to-night, Hector,’ Salvarini answered. ‘What will you say when I tell you the appointment has come with your nomination as a Deputy, with a seat at the Council of the Crimson Nine?’




  ‘My appointment at last! You are joking, Luigi. Surely they had need of better men than L What of La Fontaine?’




  ‘Dead,’ Salvarini responded grimly. ‘Treachery was suspected, and it was necessary to remove him.—But what I tell you is true; you are ordered to be present at the next Council at Warsaw, two months hence, when you will give up your badge as an Avenger, and take the premier order.’




  ‘And I have staked it to-night on the hazard of a die!’ Le Gautier exclaimed, pallid even beyond his usual deathly whiteness. ‘Fool, fool that I was! How can I prevent it becoming known? I am undone!’




  ‘You do not know the worst,’ Salvarini replied. ‘Come closer, and let me whisper in your ears; even the walls carry such tidings. The Supreme Director is here!’




  Le Gautier turned faint and sick as he looked furtively round the room, with its long mirrors and barbaric splendour.




  ‘Suppose you lend me yours?’ he suggested. ‘You will not want it now. What a mad fool I have been! I wonder if there is any way of recovering it? For I must have it, come what will. With a penalty of—’




  ‘Death!’




  The word, abruptly, sternly uttered, was followed by the same low mocking laugh they had heard before. They looked around in alarm, but no trace of any one could be seen. Standing in the recess of a window, they looked out; but no sign of the mysterious warning, so strangely given.




  ‘Let us get away from this,’ Le Gautier groaned. ‘I am stifled! Come outside into the open air. My nerves must be unstrung to-night.’




  They walked out through the high folding-doors, and disappeared in the darkness. As they left, the woman who had been playing rose from her seat and followed them. Apparently, she was too late, for they had vanished; and with a sigh, she abandoned her evident intention, turning into the Kursaal gardens and throwing herself into a seat. Directly she quitted the saloon, the woman with the dark eyes followed, and tracked the other to the quiet retreat For some time she stood behind the shadow of a tree, watching her. It was a brilliant moonlight night—clear, calm, and peaceful. Without there, the lighted windows of the gambling saloon could be seen; and ever and anon the murmur of the croupier, the scrape of the rakes, and the subdued clink of the gold, might be heard. But the figure on the seat did not heed these things; she was looking at a coin in her hand, making out as she best could the devices that it bore, strange and puzzling to her.




  It was merely a gold coin, in fine a moidore of Portugal; and upon the reverse side, the figure had been rubbed down, and an emblem engraved in its place. There was a figure of Liberty gazing at a rising sun, her foot upon a prostrate dead body, and underneath the words, ‘I strike.’ Over the rising sun, in tiny letters, was the device, ‘In Freedom’s name;’ and at the top, two letters in a monogram. The seated figure noted these things, but, from the expression on her face, they represented nothing to her. Behind the shadow of the tree, the watcher crept closer and closer, trying in vain to get a glimpse of the golden coin. As the seated figure bent over it, tears began to gather in her eyes, overflowing at last, and the passion of sorrow seemed to rise, till her frame was shaken with the sobs she did not strive to master. The woman looking on stepped out from her shelter and crossed the open grass to the other’s side. Her face, on the contrary, was eager, almost hopeful, as she bent forward and touched the weeper on the shoulder. She looked up, surprise mastering her grief for a brief moment




  CHAPTER V




  

    Table of Contents

  




  THE weeping woman looked up, and beheld the loveliest face she had ever seen. The girl standing before her possessed all the attributes of southern beauty. Her hair, which was long and luxuriant, hung in one thick plait down her back, and lay in careless waves upon a forehead pure as chiselled marble; her face was full, with deep red flushed under the transparent skin; her features exquisitely moulded; whilst her eyes, deep as running water, conveyed an air of pride and power—a sense of passion equally capable of looking implacable hate or fondest love. They were commanding now, as the woman looked up in the stranger’s lace.




  ‘Who are you?’ she asked wonderingly.




  ‘Men call me Isodore,’ the stranger replied in a voice singularly sweet. ‘I have no other name. Will you let me look at the coin you have in your hand?’




  Never dreaming of refusing this request, the woman handed over the gold piece to the girl, who looked at it long and intently. Her eyes were hard and stern when she spoke again.




  ‘Where did you get this?’ she asked.




  ‘It was given me to stake at the table. I noticed that it bore some device, and I exchanged it for a coin of my own.’




  ‘It has no meaning to you! It is not possible you are one of us?’




  ‘I do not understand you,1’ the woman replied. It is a curious coin. I have seen one once before—that is all I know of it—’




  ‘Listen!’ the girl said in a hushed voice. ‘You do not comprehend what its possession means to you. It is the symbol, the sign of membership of the strongest political Brotherhood in Europe. If it was known to be in your possession, your life would pay the forfeit; it would be regained at all hazards. If one of the Brotherhood knew another had deliberately parted with it, I would not give a hair for his life?




  ‘And he is in danger of his life!’ the woman cried, starting to her feet. ‘Give it me, that I may return it to him.’




  ‘No!’ was the stern reply; ‘he does not get off so easily. We do not temper the wind thus to traitors.—Woman! what is Hector le Gautier to you, that you should do this favour for him?’




  ‘He is a man, and his life is in danger. It is my duty’




  ‘Mark me!’ Isodore replied with stern emphasis. ‘I have not the eyes of a hawk and the hearing of a hare for nothing. I was opposite you in the saloon, and I know that something more than womanly sympathy prompts you. I saw the struggle in Le Gautier’s face; I saw you start and tremble as he spoke to you; I saw you change the coin for one of yours, and I saw you weeping over it just now. Woman! I ask again what is he to you?’




  Slowly the words came from the other’s lips, as if forced from them by some mesmeric influence. ‘You are right,’ she said; ‘for—heaven help me—he is my husband! I am Valerie le Gautier.—Now, tell me who you are.’




  ‘Tell me something more. How long has he been your husband?’




  ‘Nine years—nine long, weary years of coldness and neglect, hard words, and, to my shame, hard blows. But he tired of me, as he tires of all his toys: he always tires when the novelty wears off.’




  ‘Yes,’ Isodore said softly, ‘as he tired of me.’




  ‘You!’ exclaimed Valerie le Gautier, starting—‘you! What! and have you, too, fallen a victim to his treachery? If you have known him, been a victim to his perfidy, then, from the bottom of my heart, I pity you.’




  ‘And I need pity.’




  For a short space neither spoke, as they sat listening to the murmur of the leaves in the trees, broken every now and then by the sounds of play or laughter within the glittering saloon. Isodore’s face, sad and downcast for a moment, gradually resumed its hard, proud look, and when she spoke again, she was herself




  ‘We have a sympathy in common,’ she said. ‘We have a debt to pay, and, by your help, I will pay it. Justice, retribution is slow, but it is certain. Tell me, Valerie—if I may call you by your name—how long is it since you saw your husband till to-night?’




  ‘Seven years—seven years since he deserted me cruelly and heartlessly, leaving me penniless in the streets of Rome. I had to live how I could; I even begged sometimes, for he has squandered the little money I brought to him.’




  ‘Do you think he knew you to-night?’ Isodore asked




  ‘Knew me?’ was the bitter response. ‘No, indeed. Had he known I was so near, he would have fled from my presence.’




  ‘He laughs at us, no doubt as poor defenceless women. But time will show. I can ever find an hour in the midst of my great work to watch his movements. I have waited long; but the day is coming now.—Would you know the latest ambition of your honourable husband? He intends to get married again. He has dared to lift his eyes to Enid Charteris.’




  ‘Hector dares to marry again!’ Valerie exclaimed, ‘and I alive? Oh, I must take vengeance, indeed, for this.’




  She drew a long breath, shutting her lips tightly. The passion of jealousy, long crushed down, rose with overwhelming force; she was no longer a weak defenceless woman, but a fury, maddened and goaded to the last extremity.




  Isodore watched her, well pleased with this display of spirit ‘Now you speak,’ she said admiringly, ‘and I respect you. All your womanhood is on fire within you to avenge the wrongs of years, and it shall be no fault of mine if they slumber again. Yes, your perfect husband designs to wed again.’




  ‘I believe you are a witch. You have roused my curiosity; you must tell me more than this.’




  ‘Hector le Gautier is in love,’ Isodore replied, a world of quiet scorn running through her words, ‘and, strange as it may seem, I believe true. An English girl—Enid Charteris, with the blue eyes and fair hair—has bewitched him, satiated as he is with southern beauty.—You look surprised! I have the gift of fern-seed, and walk invisible. All these things I know. The Order is to be betrayed when the pear is ripe, and the traitor will be Hector le Gautier. The price of his treachery will enable him to become respectable, and lead a quiet life henceforward with his loving fair-haired bride. Poor, feeble, calculating fool!’ The bitter scorn in these words was indescribable, and round the speaker’s lips a smile was wreathed—a smile of placid unrelenting hate and triumph strangely blended.




  ‘It shall never be,’ Valerie cried passionately, ‘while I can raise my voice to save an innocent girl from the toils of such a scoundrel!—Yes,’ she hissed out between her white clenched teeth, ‘it will be a fitting revenge. It would be bliss indeed to me if I could stand between them at the altar, and say that man is mine!’




  ‘He is ours,’ Isodore corrected sternly; ‘do not ignore that debt entirely. Be content to leave the plot to me. I have worked out my scheme, and we shall not fail. Five years ago, I was a child, happy on the banks of my beloved Tiber. It was not far from Rome that we lived, my old nurse and I, always happy till he came and stole away my heart with his grand promises and sweet words. Six short months sufficed him, for I was only a child then, and he threw away his broken plaything. It made a woman of me, and it cost me a lover worth a world of men like him. I told him I would have revenge. He laughed then; but the time is coming surely. I have a powerful interest in the Brotherhood; he knows me by name, but otherwise we are strangers. Tonight. I saw my old lover in his company. Ah, had he but known!—Come, Valerie; give me that coin, the lucky piece of gold which shall lure him to destruction. Come with me; I must say more to you.’




  Mechanically, Valerie le Gautier followed her companion out of the Kursaal gardens, through the streets, walking till they got a little way out of the town. At a house there, a little back from the road, Isodore stopped, and opened the door with a passkey. Inside, all was darkness; but taking her friend by the hand, and bidding her not to fear, Isodore led her forward along a flagged passage and up a short flight of steps. Opening another door, and turning up the hanging lamp, she smiled. ‘Sit down,’ she said, ‘my sister that is to be. You are welcome.’




  The apartment was somewhat large and lofty. By the light from the silver lamp, suspended from the ceiling in an eagle’s beak, the stranger noticed the room with its satin-wood panels running half way up the walls, surmounted by crimson silk hangings, divided over the three long windows by gold cords; a thread of the same material running through the rich upholstery with which the place was garnished. The floor was paved with bright coloured woodwork of some mysterious design; and heavy rugs, thick and soft to the feet, scattered about sufficient for comfort, but not enough to mar the beauty of the inlaid floor. Pictures on china plates let into the hangings were upon the walls; and in the windows were miniature ferneries, a little fountain plashing in the midst of each. There was no table in the room, nothing whereon to deposit anything, save three brass stands, high and narrow; one a little larger than the rest, upon which stood a silver spirit-lamp under a quaint-looking urn, a chocolate-pot to match, and three china cups. There were cosy-looking chairs of dark massive oak, upholstered in red silk, with the same gold thread interwoven in all. A marble clock, with a figure of Liberty thereon, stood on the mantelpiece.




  Isodore threw herself down in a chair. The other woman took in the scene with speechless rapture; there was something soothing in the harmonious place. ‘You are pleased,’ Isodore said with a little smile of pleasure, as she surveyed the place. ‘This is my home, if I can call any place a home for such a wanderer; but when I can steal a few days from the cares of the cause, I come here. I need not ask you if you like my apartments?’




  ‘Indeed, I do,’ Valerie replied, drawing a long breath of delight. ‘It is absolutely perfect. The whole thing surprises and bewilders me. I should not have thought there had been such a place in Homburg.’




  ‘I will give you another surprise,’ Isodore laughed, ‘before the evening is over. I am the princess of surprises; I surprise even the followers who owe me loyal submission.’




  ‘Ah! had I such a paradise as this, I should forswear political intrigue. I should leave that to those who had more to gain or to lose by such hazards. I should be content to let the world go on, so that I had my little paradise.’




  ‘So I feel at times,’ Isodore observed with a little sigh. ‘But I am too deeply pledged to draw my hand back now. Without me, the Order is like an army deprived of its general; besides, I am the creature of circumstance; I am the sworn disciple of those whose mission it is to free the downtrodden from oppression and to labour in freedom’s name.’ As she said these words, the sad look upon her brow cleared away like mist before the sun, and a proud light glistened in the wondrous eyes. Half ashamed of her enthusiasm, she turned to the stand by her side, and soon two cups of chocolate were frothed out of the pot, filling the room with its fragrance. Crossing the floor, she handed one of the cups to her new-found friend. For a moment they sat silent, then Isodore turned to her companion smilingly.




  ‘How would you like to go with me to London?’ she asked.




  ‘I would follow you to the world’s end!’ was the fervid reply; ‘but there are many difficulties in the way. I have my own living to get, precarious as it is, and I dare not leave this place.’




  ‘I permit no difficulties to stand in my way,’ Isodore said proudly; ‘to say a thing, with me, is to do it Let me be candid with you, Valerie. Providence has thrown you in my path, and you will be useful to me; in addition, I have taken a fancy to you. Yes,’ she continued fervently, ‘the time has come—the pear is ripe. You shall come with me to London; you have a wrong as well as I, and you shall see the height of Isodore’s vengeance.’ Saying these words in a voice quivering with passionate intensity, she struck three times on the bell at her side. Immediately, in answer to this, the heavy curtains over the door parted, and a girl entered.




  She was Isodore’s living image; the same style and passionate type of face; but she lacked the other’s firm determined mouth and haughtiness of features. She was what the lily is to the passion-flower. Her eyes were bent upon her sister—for she was Lucrece—with the same love and patient devotion one sees in the face of a dog.




  ‘You rang, Isodore?’ she asked; and again the stranger noticed the great likeness in the voice, save as to the depth and ring of Isodore’s tones.




  ‘Yes, Lucrece, I rang,’ the sister replied. ‘I have brought a visitor to see you.—Lucrece, this lady is Hector le Gautier’s wife.’




  ‘Le Gautier’s wife?’ the girl asked with startled face. ‘Then what brings her here? I should not have expected—’




  ‘You interrupt me, child, in the midst of my explanations. I should have said Le Gautier’s deserted wife.’




  ‘Ah!’ Lucrece exclaimed, ‘I understand.—Isodore, if you collect under your roof all the women he has wronged and deceived, you will have a large circle. What is she worth to us?’




  ‘Child! Isodore returned with some marked emphasis on her words, ‘she is my friend—the friend of Isodore should need no welcome here.’




  A deep blush spread over the features of Lucrece at these words, as she walked across the room to Valerie’s side. Her smile was one of consolation and welcome as she stooped and kissed the other woman lightly. ‘Welcome!’ she said. ‘We see both friends and foes here, and it is hard sometimes to tell the grain from the chaff. You are henceforward the friend of Lucrece too.’




  ‘Your kindness almost hurts me,’ Valerie replied in some agitation. ‘I have so few friends, that a word of sympathy is strange to me. Whatever you may want or desire, either of you, command me, and Valerie le Gautier will not say you nay.’




  ‘Lucrece, listen to me,’ said Isodore in a voice of stern command. ‘To-morrow, we cross to London, and the time has come when you must be prepared to assist in the cause.—See what I have here—’ Without another word, she placed the gold moidore in her sister’s hand.




  Lucrece regarded it with a puzzled air. To her simple mind, it merely represented the badge of the Brotherhood.




  ‘You do not understand,’ Isodore continued, noticing the look of bewilderment ‘That coin, as you know, is the token of the Order, and to part with it knowingly is serious—’




  ‘Yes,’ Lucrece interrupted; ‘the penalty is death.’




  ‘You are right, my sister. That is Le Gautier’s token. He staked it yonder at the Kursaal, giving it to his own wife, though he did not know it, to put upon the colour. The coin is in my hands, as you see. Strange, how man becomes fortune’s fool!’




  ‘Then your revenge will be complete,’ Lucrece suggested simply. ‘You have only to hand it over to the Council of Three, or even the Crimson Nine, and in one hour—’




  ‘A dagger’s thrust will rid the world of a scoundrel.—Pah! you do not seem to understand such feeling as mine. No, no; I have another punishment for him. He shall live; he shall carry on his mad passion for the fair-haired Enid till the last; and when his cup of joy shall seem full, I will dash it from his lips.




  ‘Your hate is horrible,’ Valerie exclaimed with an involuntary shudder. ‘I should not like to cross your path.’




  ‘My friends find me true,’ Isodore answered sadly; ‘it is only my enemies that feel the weight of my arm.—But enough of this; we need stout hearts and ready brains, for we have much work before us.’




  Three days later, and the women drove through the roar and turmoil of London streets. They were bent upon duty and revenge. One man in that vast city of four or five million souls was their quarry.
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  MR VARLEY, Sir Geoffrey Charteris’ valet and factotum, and majordomo in the baronet’s town residence, Grosvenor Square, was by no means devoid of courage; but the contents of the note he was reading in the hall one fine morning early in May were sufficient to put to flight for the moment any vengeful schemes he was harbouring against the wily gentleman who has just quitted the house, and that gentleman no less a person than our old friend Le Gautier.




  Timothy Varley was an Irishman, and had been in his youth what is termed a patriot. In his hot blood he had even joined a League for the ‘removal of tyrants;’ but the League, in spite of its solemn form and binding oaths, had died a natural death. At times, however, the recollection of it troubled Mr Varley’s conscience sorely. It was destined to be brought to his mind now in a startling manner.




  ‘G. S. L You will be at the corner of Chapel Place to-night at nine. A girl will meet you, and show you the way. You are wanted; your turn has come. Do not fail.—Number XL’




  Never did Bob Acres, in that celebrated comedy, The Rivals, feel the courage oozing from his finger-tips as did Timothy Varley now. He turned the missive over in his fingers; but no consolation was to be derived from that; and bitterly did he revile the juvenile folly that had placed him in such a position at this time of




  ‘It is no sham.’ he muttered to himself. God save Ireland—that is the old countersign; and to think of it turning up now! I had forgotten the thing years ago. This comes of joining secret societies—a nice thing to bring a respectable family man to! Now, by the powers! who was Number Eleven? That used to be Pat Mahoney; and a mighty masterful man he was, always ready with his hands if anything crossed him. O dear, O dear! this is a pretty thing. Maybe they want to mix me up with dynamite; but if they do, I won’t do it, and that’s flat. I suppose I shall have to go.’




  Giving vent to these words in a doleful tone of voice, he betook himself to his private sanctum. His spirits were remarked to be the reverse of cheerful, and he declined a glass of sherry at lunch, a thing which roused much speculation below stairs.




  Punctual to the moment, Timothy Varley stood in Chapel Place waiting for his unknown guide. Just as he was beginning to imagine the affair to be a hoax, and congratulating himself thereon, a woman passed him, stopped, and walked in his direction again. ‘God save Ireland!’ she said as she re-passed.




  ‘Amen, not forgetting one Timothy Varley,’ he returned piously.




  ‘It is well,’ the woman replied calmly, ‘that you are here. Follow me!’




  ‘With the greatest of pleasure.—But hark here; my legs are not so young as yours: if we are going far, let us have a cab, and I’ll stand the damage.’




  ‘There is no occasion,’ the stranger said in a singularly sweet voice. ‘We have not a great distance to travel.’




  ‘Not good enough to ride in the same carriage with a gentleman’s gentleman,’ Varley muttered, for he did not fail to note the stranger’s refined tones.




  His guide led him along Tottenham Court Road, and thence to Fitzroy Square. Turning into a little side-street, she reached at length a door, at which she knocked.




  In a room on the first floor, Isodore and Valerie le Gautier were seated, waiting the advent of Lucrece and the stranger. Varley began to feel bewildered in the presence of so much beauty and grace; for Isodore’s loveliness overpowered him, as it did all men with whom she came in contact Scarcely deigning to notice his presence, she motioned him to a chair, where he sat the picture of discomfiture, all traces of the audacious Irishman having disappeared.




  ‘Your name is Timothy Varley?’ Isodore said.




  ‘Yes, miss; leastways, it was when I came here, though, if you were to tell me I was the man in the moon, I couldn’t say nay to you.’




  ‘I know you,’ Isodore continued. ‘You were born near Mallow, joined the United Brotherhood thirty years ago, and your Number was Twenty-six. If I am wrong, you will please correct me.’




  ‘For goodness’ sake, miss—my lady, I mean—don’t speak so loud. Think what might happen to me if any one knew!’




  ‘No wonder your countrymen fail, with such chicken-hearts among them,’ Isodore observed scornfully. ‘I do not want to do you any harm; quite the contrary. There is an advertisement in to-day’s Times. Your mistress is in search of a maid. Is that so?’




  Timothy Varley began to breathe a little more freely. ‘Yes,’ he answered glibly; ‘she does want a maid. She must be honest, sober, and industrious; ready to sit up all night if necessary, and have a good temper—not that Miss Enid will try any one’s temper much. The last girl was discharged—’




  ‘Now, Mr Varley, I know a girl who must fill that vacancy. I do not wish to threaten you or hold any rod of terror over your head; but I shall depend upon you to procure it for my protégée.’




  The conversation apparently was not going to be so pleasant Timothy Varley’s mind turned feebly in the direction of diamond robberies.




  ‘Well, miss—that is, my lady—if I may make so bold as to ask you a question: why, if the matter is so simple, don’t you write to my young mistress and settle the matter that way?’




  ‘Impossible,’ Isodore replied, ‘for reasons I cannot enter into with you. You must do what I ask, and that speedily.—You have a certain Monsieur le Gautier at your house often?’




  This question was so abruptly asked, that Varley could not repress a start .




  ‘We have,’ he growled—‘a good deal too often, to please me. My master dare not call his body his own since he first began to come to the house with his signs and manifestations.—You see,’ he explained, ‘servants are bound to hear these things.’




  ‘At keyholes and such places,’ Isodore smiled. ‘Yes, I understand such things do happen occasionally. So this Le Gautier is a spiritualist, is he; and Sir Geoffrey is his convert?’




  ‘Indeed, you may say that,’ Varley burst out in tones of great grievance. ‘The baronet sees visions and all sorts of things.’




  ‘Is it possible,’ Valerie whispered to her friend, ‘that Hector has really succeeded in gaining an influence over this Sir Geoffrey by those miserable tricks he played so successfully at Rome?’




  ‘It is very probable,’ Isodore murmured in reply. ‘This Sir Geoffrey is very weak in intellect—Tell me, Mr Varley,’ she continued, turning in his direction, ‘does the baronet keep much of Monsieur le Gautier’s company? Does he visit at his rooms?’




  ‘I believe he does; anyway, he goes out at nights, and always comes back looking as if he had seen a ghost Whatever his game may be—and sure enough there is some game on—it’s killing him by inches, that’s what it’s doing.’




  ‘And this change you put down to Le Gautier? Perhaps you are right And now, another question. Is not there another reason, another attraction besides discussing spiritualism with Sir Geoffrey, that takes him to Grosvenor Square?’




  Varley so far forgot himself as to wink impressively. ‘You might have made a worse guess than that,’ he said. ‘I am not the only one who can see what his designs are. Miss Enid is the great attraction.’




  ‘And she?’




  ‘Hates him, if looks count for anything.—And so do I,’ he continued; ‘and so do all of us, for the matter of that I would give a year’s salary to see his back turned for good!’




  ‘Mr Varley,’ Isodore said in grave tones, ‘I sent for you here to work upon your fears, and to compel you, if necessary, to do my bidding. That, I see, is not necessary, for we have a common bond of sympathy. For reasons I need not state here, we have good reasons for keeping a watch over this Le Gautier; but rest assured of one thing—that he will never wed your mistress. I shall hold you to secrecy.—And now, you must promise to get my protégée this situation.’




  ‘Well, I will do my best,’ Varley replied cheerfully. ‘But how it is going to be done, I really can’t see.’




  ‘Irishmen are proverbial for their inventive powers, and doubtless you will discover a way.—The new maid is a French girl, remember, the daughter of an old friend. Perhaps you would like to see her?’




  With a gesture she indicated Lucrece, who came forward, turning to the Irishman with one of her most dazzling smiles. The feeling of bewilderment came on again.




  ‘She!’ he cried; ‘that beautiful young lady a servant?’




  ‘When she is plainly dressed, as suitable to her lowly station, she will appear different.’




  ‘Ah, you may pull the leaves from the flowers, but the beauty remains to them still.’ Varley replied, waxing poetical. ‘However, if it must be, it must; so I will do my best.’




  Varley’s diplomacy proved successful, for, a week later, Lucrece was installed at Grosvenor Square.
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  IT was a little after five on the following afternoon that Sir Geoffrey walked from his house into the square. He seemed, by his uneasy air, as if he was afraid of having his movements watched, for he stopped, hesitated, and finally walked away quickly in the direction of Upper Brook Street. Calling a hansom, he was driven to one of the quiet approaches, half town, half country, beyond Paddington, where he dismissed his cab. He then walked quickly on till he reached his destination—a well-appointed though sombre-looking establishment; and there, after some hesitation, he knocked. The room he was shown into was laid out with preparations for dinner; and just as the little clock over the mantel struck the half-hour after six, Le Gautier entered. He greeted his guest quietly, almost coldly, and rang the bell to order the meal. It was a quiet little dinner, really irreproachable in its way—the appropriate wines being perfect, for Le Gautier by no means despised the pleasures of the table, and, moreover, was not the man to spare where he had a purpose to serve.




  ‘Well, Sir Geoffrey,’ he said, toying with his glass, when the meal had concluded—it was past eight now, and the light was beginning to fail—‘do you feel equal to the coming trial?’




  ‘O yes,’ the baronet replied eagerly, though his face was perturbed and the glass in his hand shook. ‘Let us get it over; this suspense is killing me. Sometimes I fancy you are playing some devilish arts upon me. I doubt the evidence of my senses.’




  ‘You do not doubt,’ Le Gautier answered sternly. ‘Listen!’




  The light in the room was fading, and nothing distinctly could be seen save the glimmer of the waning day upon glass and silver. At the moment, the strains of music were heard, low and soft at first then swelling louder, but always melancholy. It was quite impossible to tell whence it came—it seemed to strike the ear as if the earth was full of the sweet sounds. Suddenly it ceased, and a sigh like a mournful wind broke the stillness.




  ‘It might be my dead brother himself playing,’ Sir Geoffrey said, in great agitation. ‘The organ was his favourite instrument. Strange that the music should be so familiar to me!’




  ‘Do you doubt now?’ Le Gautier asked. ‘Does your unbelieving mind still run upon trickery or mechanism, or are you convinced?




  ‘I must believe,’ the weak old man replied; ‘I have no alternative. I put myself in your hands. Tell me what I am to do.’




  ‘Your own conscience must guide you, and what the spirits will to-night must be obeyed. It is no question for me to decide; I am merely the humble instrument, the medium between one world and another. I dare not advise you. When your nerves are sufficiently braced to meet the dead, I will restore the communication.—Are you afraid?’




  ‘No, no!’ cried the baronet; ‘I am not afraid.’




  A cold, icy hand touched him on the cheek, and a low voice whispered in his ear the words: ‘You are!’




  Trembling, frightened, he rose from his chair; and then suddenly the room was filled with a great light, showing the baronet’s set face, and Le Gautier’s pallid features wearing a sardonic smile. Hardly had the light appeared, when it was gone, leaving the room in double darkness at the change. A yell of harsh, discordant laughter rang out, dying away to a moan.




  ‘What is that, Le Gautier?’ Sir Geoffrey asked. ‘Is this all real, or am I merely dreaming?’




  ‘The spirits laugh at your audacity. You boasted you were not afraid, whilst you are trembling in every limb. You dare not say it again!’




  ‘I am alarmed, mystified,’ he said; ‘but I am not afraid.’




  A mocking shout of laughter followed this speech, and the words, ‘You lie!’ as if uttered in chorus, were distinctly heard. A cold hand clutched Sir Geoffrey by the throat, holding him till he could hardly breathe. In his intense agitation, he snatched at a shadowy arm, and suddenly the hand relaxed its grip. Le Gautier struck a match and lighted the candles.




  ‘Are you afraid now?’ he asked quietly.




  ‘O yes, yes; anything to save me from that horrid grasp! My throat is aching with the pressure.’




  Le Gautier looked at the finger-marks calmly. He was acting splendidly, not overdoing the affair in the slightest, and, on the other hand, not appearing altogether indifferent. He was playing for a high stake, and it required all his cunning, all his cool audacity, to win. To the casual observer, he might have been an enthusiastic believer.




  ‘You have seen enough,’ he commenced quietly, but with an air of the most profound conviction—‘you have seen enough to know that the time for delay is past, and the hour for action has arrived. The spirits to-night are incensed with you; they are furious at this delay; and unless you solemnly promise to carry out my proposals, I shall not risk our lives by any manifestation to-night.’




  ‘What am I to do?’ Sir Geoffrey cried piteously. ‘I put myself entirely in your hands. Tell me my duty, and I promise to follow it.’




  ‘So much the better for you,’ quoth Le Gautier sternly. ‘Listen! You know I am a member of a great Secret Society. In the first place, you must join that; and let me tell you, your late brother was a member, and took the keenest interest in its movements. You must join!’




  ‘I knew my brother was embroiled in some rascally Socialist plots,’ said Sir Geoffrey incautiously; ‘but I really do not see why I—’




  He stopped abruptly, for the same mournful sigh was heard, and a voice whispered in the air, ‘Beware!’




  With increased agitation, he continued: ‘If that is part of my penance, I must do so; though it is on the strict understanding that I—’




  ‘It is on no understanding at all!’ Le Gautier thundered. ‘Who are you, poor mortal, that you should make stipulations? We must have all or nothing. Take it, or leave it!’




  He looked straight across into the other’s face, his eyes burning with their intensity. For a moment they sat thus, striving for the mastery. Then Sir Geoffrey looked away. He was conquered.




  ‘Let it be so,’ he said. ‘Your will has conquered mine. Proceed, for I see you have something more yet to say.’




  Again the sigh was heard, and a voice said distinctly: ‘It is well.’ The music burst out again, triumphant this time. When the last pealing strains died away, Le Gautier continued: ‘Your brother died at New York, as you know; but at that time, he was on the business of the Society. No man had his heart so firmly set upon the cause as he, no man has been so missed. You would never be able to take his place; but you can help us indirectly; you can aid us with what we most need, and that is money. You shall see the shade of Sir Ughtred presently, and hold converse with him; but, on the peril of your life, do not move from the spot where I shall place you.’




  ‘Let us go now,’ Sir Geoffrey cried eagerly. ‘Why should we waste any more time talking here?’




  ‘Because things are not prepared. The shades from another world do not come forth at a moment’s bidding to show themselves to mortal eyes, though the air is full of them now.’




  Sir Geoffrey looked uneasily around for any traces of these ghostly visitors, though he could see nothing; nevertheless, the idea of a chamber full of supernatural bodies was by no means pleasant




  ‘Then our pact is complete,’ Le Gautier continued. ‘Briefly, it stands thus: I am to show you such things as you wish to see; and in return, you become a member of our Brotherhood, swearing to promote its welfare by all the means in your power. Quick! say the word, for I feel the unseen influence upon me.’




  ‘Yes, yes—agreed; only show me my brother.’




  As Sir Geoffrey spoke, a change came over Le Gautier’s face; the baronet watching him, perfectly fascinated. The medium’s eyes grew larger and more luminous, his features became rigid, and he moved like a man who walks in a dream. His gaze was fixed upon the other, but there was no sense of recognition there—all was blank and motionless. He rose from his chair, moving towards the door, his hands groping for it like the action of the blind, and he beckoned to Sir Geoffrey to follow him out along the dark passage.




  ‘Come!’ he said in a strange hollow voice—‘come with me! The spirits are abroad, and have need of me!’




  The room they entered was situated at the back of the house, having a large old-fashioned bay window of the shape and form one sees in the banqueting-room of old country-houses—a long narrow room, draped entirely in black; and the only light in the place proceeded from two small oil-lamps held by white Parian statues. As the twain entered, the draperies were violently agitated, as if by a sudden wind; an icy current seemed to strike them full in the face. A chair, impelled forward by an unseen hand, was pushed across the bare floor, and Sir Geoffrey, at a motion from his companion, seated himself therein. Le Gautier stepped forward towards the window, and lighted a flat brazier, sprinkling some sort of powder upon it, and immediately the room was filled with a dense violet mist, through which the oil-lamps shone dimly. The weird music commenced again, and as it died away, a loud report was heard, and the curtains across the window were wrenched apart, disclosing an open space. As Sir Geoffrey gazed into it, a form began to appear, misty at first, then getting gradually clearer, till the watcher saw the figure of a girl, dim and slight, for he could see the woodwork of the window behind, but clear enough to see she was fair and young, with thick masses of long yellow hair hanging over her shoulders, and half hiding her face from sight There was a look of sadness on the brow.




  ‘You may speak,’ the strange hollow tones of Le Gautier came through the mist ‘If you have any questions to ask, put them; but, at the peril of your life, do not attempt to move.’




  With the most reverent and holy belief in the reality of the scene before him, Sir Geoffrey gazed at the downcast features. To his diseased mind, he was on the borderland of another world, and the very thought of speaking to the bright vision was full of awe.




  ‘Who are you?’ he said at length in tremulous tones. ‘Let me know who it is with whom I speak.’




  ‘I am your better self,’ the vision spoke; and the voice sounded faint and distant, yet very sweet, like music on the waters. ‘I am your good spirit, your guardian angel. I stand by you night and day, the presiding deity of the honour of the House of Charteris.’




  This artful stroke gave the listener confidence, and flattered his family pride. ‘Has every man a spirit such as you?’ he asked.




  ‘Every man who is by nature noble—yes. To everyone who has courage and genius, one of my sisters belongs. I am the guiding star of your House. I have stood by you and yours in the hour of need. I saw your father die. I saw your brother’s deathbed. It is of him you would speak?’




  ‘It is,’ the baronet cried boldly. ‘What of him?’




  ‘You owe him a heavy debt of reparation,’ the vision continued sadly. ‘In life, you were not always friends; in death, you were not with him. He left a family. Are you aware of that, selfish mortal?’




  ‘I did not know; I never knew. But it is not yet too late to atone. Tell me where they are, and I will go to them.’




  ‘It is too late!’ the figure replied in tones of deepest sorrow. ‘They are dead—dead of neglect; nay, more, starvation. They will not dispute your sway now. While you had flattery and adulation, while you lived in luxury and splendour, your kith and kin lacked bread.’




  ‘But surely some atonement can be made?’




  ‘Too late—too late! Nothing can avail them now, no specious sophistry, no outward appearance of remorse. You can atone, though slightly, by completing the work your brother began in life. Know that at your very door, proud man, thousands of your fellow-creatures are starving, ground down in the dust by injustice and oppression. You can help to lighten this burden; you can help these men, who, poor and savage as they are, are yet men, and brothers.’




  ‘I will!’ Sir Geoffrey cried eagerly—‘I will! Only show me how; and let me see my brother, if only for a brief moment.’




  ‘That is well,’ the figure replied with a radiant smile. ‘As for the means, I must leave that to you. But you shall see your brother, if only for a moment—And now, farewell.’




  ‘But stay another minute. I—’




  The farewell was repeated, coming to the listener’s ears as from afar off, fainter and fainter, as the violet mist rose again, filling the room with a dense fragrant smoke, through which the rigid figure of Le Gautier could be dimly seen erect and motionless.




  When the mist cleared away again, the figure of a man grew visible. Perfect, yet intangible, he stood there, muffled in a long cloak, and his features partially hidden by a soft broad-brimmed hat. At this spectacle, Sir Geoffrey’s agitation increased, and great drops stood upon his forehead.




  ‘It is he—my brother!’ he groaned, starting from his feet; but again the word ‘Beware!’ seemed to be hissed in his ear. ‘My dear brother, do not look at me like that It was no fault of mine, I swear.’




  The figure answered not, but looking the wretched man in the face, pointed down to his feet, where two thin, emaciated children crouched, evidently in the last stage of disease and starvation.




  ‘What atonement can you make for this?’ was asked in the stern tones the listener knew so well. ‘Man! in the enjoyment of what should, under happier auspices, have been mine, what do you say to this?’ He pointed down to the crouching children again, sternly yet sadly.




  ‘Anything,’ the baronet exclaimed—‘anything, so that you do not torture me like this! It is no fault of mine. I did not know. But anything in my power I will do, and do gladly.’




  ‘Well for you that you have spoken thus! You shall complete the work I began in life, and the man called Hector le Gautier shall help you with his aid and counsel.—You have a daughter?’




  ‘I have—your niece Enid. What do you know of her?’




  ‘Much; perhaps more than you.—Listen! and interrupt me at your peril You may have views for her; perhaps she has chosen for herself. Am I right? But this must not be! Hector le Gautier must wed her!’




  ‘But I have other views. There is already—’




  ‘Do you dare to cross me?’ the vision sternly asked. ‘Have not I and mine suffered enough at your hands? Promise, or—’




  He stopped abruptly, and again the sighing voice whispered ‘Beware!’




  In an agony of terror, the baronet looked round; but the dark eyes never seemed to leave him. So frightened was he, so stricken by this cunningly devised display, that he dared not defy the figure standing there before him.




  ‘I promise,’ he shouted at last—’ I promise.’




  ”Tis well,’ the vision said. ‘From this moment, you are free. You will see me no more; but if you dare swerve a hairbreadth from our compact, then you shall find my vengeance swift and terrible. Geoffrey, farewell!’




  ‘But, Ughtred; one moment more—I—’




  A deep shuddering sigh broke the silence, and the figure was gone. Almost distracted, Sir Geoffrey rushed forward to the curtains, which had again fallen, but nothing was there. The smoke cleared away, and once again the room was quiet.




  Le Gautier opened his eyes, and gradually life and motion came back to him, as he awoke like a man from a trance. ‘Are you satisfied,’ he asked, ‘with what you have seen?’




  ‘Wonderful!’ the trembling baronet replied. ‘It was my brother to the life—the very voice even. You heard the compact?’




  ‘I, my dear Sir Geoffrey? No, indeed,’ Le Gautier exclaimed in a voice of great surprise. ‘Recollect, I heard nothing; my faculties were torpid; they formed the medium through which sights and sounds were conveyed to you.’




  ‘And you heard absolutely nothing?’




  ‘Absolutely nothing.—But, of course, if there happened to be anything which concerned me, you can tell me at your convenience.—And now, I think we have had enough of spirits for one night, unless you would like something to steady your nerves?’




  Sir Geoffrey declined the proffered refreshment, pleading the lateness of the hour and his desire to get home. Le Gautier did not detain him, and after a few words, they parted; the one to dwell upon the startling events of the evening, and the other to complete his plans. It was a neat stroke of Le Gautier’s to disclaim any knowledge of the conversation, the rather that the delicate allusion to his relations with Enid were mentioned, and besides which, it acquitted him from any awkward confidences.




  ‘The game is in my hands,’ the schemer mused an hour later, as he sat over his last cigar. ‘Would any one believe that a man of education, I almost said sense, could be such a fool?—Hector, mon ami, you will never starve as long as there is a Charteris in the world. The opportunity has long been coming, but the prize is mine at last;’ and with these words, the virtuous young man went to bed, nothing in his dreams telling him that his destruction was only a question of time, and that his life was in the hands of two vengeful women.
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  THE first act in the drama was about to be played—the puppets all arranged, all acting for themselves, never heeding the hand of fate in it. Hector le Gautier triumphant, but troubled occasionally by the loss of his device, yet trusting to his own good fortune and matchless audacity to pull him through.




  The curious in such matters, the idle folks who dream and speculate, had food for reflection in their Times next morning, for on the front sheet on the second column appeared an announcement It was vague; but one man understood it. It ran:




  Moidore.—How reckless of you to throw away a life on the hazard of a die. They are all safe but yours. Where is that? In two months you will have to deliver, and then beware of the wrath of the Crimson Nine. It is not too late yet. Under the clock at C. x at nine—any night Use the sign, and good will come of it—Eastern Eagle.




  The Times containing this announcement lay upon Isodore’s breakfast-table in Ventnor Street, Fitzroy Square. As it rested upon the table, the words were readable, and Isodore smiled when they caught her eye as she entered. She took up an album from a side-table and turned over the leaves till she came to the portrait of a pretty dark girl of about seventeen. At this she looked long and intently, and then turned to scrutinise her features in the glass. There was nothing coquettish about this—no suspicion of womanly vanity, but rather the air of one who strives to find some likeness. Apparently the examination pleased her, for she smiled again—not a pleasant smile, this time, but one of certainty, almost cruelty; and a vengeful look made the eyes hard for a moment




  She turned to the photograph again, and then once more back to the mirror, as if to be absolutely certain of her convictions, that there might be no mistake.




  While absorbed thus, Valerie le Gautier entered the room and looked at Isodore in astonishment. ‘You have a grand excuse,’ she said archly, ‘though I did not know that vanity was one of your failings, Isodore.’




  Isodore blushed never so faintly, not so much by being taken in the little act, as by the appearance of the thing. ‘It is not on any account of mine,’ she said; ‘rather, on yours.—Valerie, look here carefully and tell me if you know that face.’ She indicated the portrait in the album; and her friend looked at it earnestly.




  After a few moments she looked up, shaking her head doubtfully. ‘No,’ she replied. ‘It is a strange face entirely to me.’




  ‘Then I have altered since that was taken five years ago.’




  ‘Is it possible that innocent, childish-looking face could have once been you?’ Valerie asked in unfeigned astonishment




  ‘Indeed, it is. There is nothing like sorrow and hardship to alter the expression of features, especially of women. Yes, Valerie, that is what I was when I met him. You would not have known me?’




  ‘No, indeed. They might be two different faces.’




  ‘So much the better for me—so much the worse for him,’ Isodore observed without the slightest tinge of passion in her tones.—‘Read that paragraph in the Times, and see if you can make anything of it’




  ‘It is Greek to me,’ Valerie replied, when she had perused the advertisement with a puzzled air.—‘Has it any allusion to my—to Hector?’




  ‘To your husband? Yes. He will understand it in a moment, and only be too eager to regain his insignia. There will be a happy union of two loving hearts some night in Charing Cross Station. Little will the spectators know of the passions running riot there.’ She laughed bitterly as she said these words, and threw the paper upon the table again. She was in a strange mood this morning.




  ‘Then I suppose that C. x means Charing Cross?’ Valerie asked, ‘and you expect Hector to come there?—I do not quite comprehend your plan, Isodore. It will be dangerous to have another in the secret, and I suppose some one will have to meet him.’




  ‘Some one will,’ was the calm reply. ‘And who, do you think, is the proper one to do that? Who better than his old friend and once passionate admirer, Isodore?’




  ‘You meet him?’ Valerie cried. ‘How daring! Suppose he should recognise you, how then? All your schemes would be thrown to the winds, and we should be defeated. It is madness!’




  ‘You forget I have his badge of membership; besides, I have a duty to perform beyond my own feelings in the matter—my duty to the League. But he will not recognise me after the lapse of years, and I must get to the bottom of his traitorous designs.’




  ‘You are reckoning upon certainties, Isodore. Suppose you are wrong—suppose he is, after all, no traitor, and that your ideas are only fancies. How then?’




  ‘He is a traitor—instinct tells me that. Wait and see what Lucrece has to say, when she comes. She is sure to have gleaned some information by this time.’




  Hot revenge is apt to burn itself out quickly, from its very fierceness; but such hate as this never dies: There was a cool deliberation in Isodore’s words which struck her hearer with great force; and much as she herself had suffered, she could not realise a passion such as this. It is probable that had she met her recalcitrant husband, a few words would have obtained for him forgiveness; but she was under the spell now, and her weaker will was swallowed up in a strong one.




  ‘Do you expect Lucrece this morning?’ Valerie asked.




  ‘I am expecting her every moment,’ Isodore replied. ‘She promised me to come to-day and let me have her report.’




  They sat in silence for a few moments, when Lucrece entered. She was quietly, almost plainly dressed, and wore an air of extreme meekness.




  ‘You look the character,’ Isodore said approvingly. ‘You might have been a menial all your lifetime.—I am all impatience. Begin!’




  ‘In the first place,’ Lucrece began without further preamble, ‘I like my situation; and as to my new mistress, to know her is to love her. You have no idea how gentle and thoughtful she is. Now, to begin with her. The dear Hector has a rival, and a powerful one; his name is Frederick Maxwell, and he is an artist. From what I can see, they are engaged.—Isodore, this Maxwell has joined the League, and will be introduced by Salvarini.’




  ‘Frederick Maxwell! Carlo’s old friend! Poor fool! Le Gautier has tools enough.’




  ‘He is a fine handsome Englishman; honour and honesty stamped in every line of his face; just the sort of man to be made useful.—But to continue. Le Gautier is l’ami du famille. He has a wonderful influence over Sir Geoffrey, and has succeeded in fascinating Enid—and she hates him notwithstanding. Isodore, Le Gautier is at his old spiritualistic tricks again.’




  ‘Ah!—Tell me something of Sir Geoffrey.’




  ‘I am coming to that Last night, my mistress was out very late, not getting home till past one. It has been my habit to wait for her in the back dining-room, and last night I was sitting there in the dark, dozing. I was awakened by the entrance of Sir Geoffrey. I could see his face was ghastly pale, and he kept muttering to himself, and some words at intervals I caught “I wonder if it was jugglery,” I heard him say—“if it was some trick of Le Gautier’s?—No; it could not be; and yet, if I am to have any peace, I must fulfil the compact—I must join this Brotherhood. And Enid, what will she say, when she knows? What will Maxwell think of me?—But perhaps Le Gautier is already married.” I could not catch any more. What do you think of it?’




  Isodore was following the speaker so intently, and so engrossed in her thoughts, that she did not reply for a moment. ‘You can help us here, Valerie. Tell us what you think.’




  ‘Lucrece is perfectly right,’ Valerie replied. ‘I have hitherto told you that my husband used to dabble in such things; nay, more, as a conjurer he was probably without a rival. He made a great reputation at Rome before the thing exploded; and indeed, to a weak mind, some of the séances were awe-inspiring.’




  ‘It seems to me,’ Isodore put in reflectively, ‘that Le Gautier has worked upon Sir Geoffrey’s superstitious fears till he has him bound fast enough. And you say he is to join the Brotherhood. Really, I begin to feel an admiration for the man I am pledged to destroy. It is clear that he has promised his daughter to Le Gautier. Is she weak?’




  ‘On the contrary, though she is gentle and tractable, there is much determination of purpose underlying her gentleness.’




  ‘You have done wonders in this short time, my sister. But do not relax your vigilance now; let nothing escape you that may be of use to us.’




  ‘I must return,’ Lucrece explained, looking at her watch, ‘or I shall be missed. I will not fail to bring you such information as falls in my way from time to time.’




  After she was gone, the women sat quietly for a time, each pondering over what they had heard. The information was not much; but it sufficed to show them in what way the influence over the weak baronet had been obtained, and every detail of Le Gautier’s movement might be of use. A wild plan formed itself in Isodore’s busy brain, as she sat thinking there. ‘Why should it not be?’ she thought.




  ‘Do you think it would be possible for any one to love me?’ she asked.




  Valerie looked into the beautiful face and smiled. ‘How otherwise?’




  ‘Then it shall be so. Valerie, I am going to make Hector le Gautier love me as he never loved woman before!’
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  HECTOR LE GAUTIER, all unconscious of the plot against his safety and peace of mind, sat over his breakfast the same morning. He was on remarkably good terms with himself, for all his plans were prospering, and for him the present outlook was a rosy one. His plans were well laid. He intended to keep his present position in the League, to go to Warsaw if necessary; and now that he had Sir Geoffrey in his hands beyond all hope of extrication, it was easy enough to send Maxwell upon some dangerous foreign mission, where, if he escaped with his life, he would henceforth be an outlaw and a fugitive. Sir Geoffrey, too, had bound himself to join; and with this lever, he could work upon Enid’s fears to perfection.




  He was in no hurry; he was far too consummate a rogue, too accomplished a schemer, to ruin the delicate combination by any premature move, preferring for the present to renew his forces and calculate his advance, as a chess-player might when he knows the game is in his hands. Then should come the crowning act, by which he should rid himself of the irksome chains which bound him to the League. All his plans were prepared for delivering the leaders into the hands of justice, always with a care to his own escape. As he turned these things over in his mind, he whistled a little air gaily, resumed his breakfast, and opened the broadsheet of the Times to see the news of the day.




  Fortune seemed to be smiling upon him, he thought, as he read the mystic announcement in the second outside column. Here was the thing which had caused him so much anxious thought as good as delivered again into his hands. Some friend, perhaps, had discovered his loss, and had determined to return it thus. Perhaps—and here he showed his white teeth in a dazzling smile—some fair one, who had taken this way to show her admiration; for Le Gautier was, like most vain men, a great admirer of the sex, and fully impressed with the all-conquering fascination of his manner. He was not the first clever man who has held such opinions, and found, when too late, the fatal error of underrating the power of an injured woman.




  He perfectly understood the advertisement. It was not the first time that newspapers had been employed to do work for the League; nor did he hesitate to avail himself of this golden opportunity. He had scarcely finished his breakfast and made up his mind to meet the mysterious Eastern Eagle, when Salvarini entered. He was moody and preoccupied, with a sombre frown upon his face, telling of much inward uneasiness.




  ‘I do not like these new arrangements,’ he commenced abruptly, in answer to Le Gautier’s florid greeting. ‘There is great danger in them, and they cannot lead to any good results. I shall oppose them.’




  ‘Pray, explain yourself, my good Luigi; I am in Cimmerian darkness,’ Le Gautier replied carelessly. ‘You are so dreadfully in earnest; absolutely, you view life through the gloomy spectacles of the League.’




  ‘It is folly, madness!’ Salvarini replied passionately. ‘Heaven knows, we have had bloodshed enough. What do you think the last proposal is?—Nothing less than the removal of ministers: dynamite is to be the agent, and a special mission arranged to Rome. Visci—our dear old friend Visci—is doomed!’




  ‘They must be mad,’ Le Gautier returned calmly. ‘But tell me, Luigi, what of Visci?’ he continued, inspired by a sudden thought. ‘I presume you have been holding a Council this morning. Visci used to be a friend of yours. How do they propose to get rid of him?’




  ‘The dagger!’ Salvarini answered with great agitation. ‘Visci was once a friend of mine, as you say, and yours too, for that Heaven save me from the task!’




  ‘But why need it be you? We have new members, new blood as yet untried. Let them show their mettle now. There is no reason why we should always be in the van of battle. But why this sudden determination?’




  ‘The old story,’ Salvarini continued bitterly—‘private grudges brought in; personal ends to be served where all should be of one accord, all striving for the good of the cause. I am heartsick and weary of the whole affair. Is our path always to be defiled with innocent blood?’




  ‘So long as I can keep my hands clean, it is nothing to me,’ Le Gautier replied with a careless shrug; ‘not that I hold with the present system.—But abandon your Cassandra vein, and be yourself for a moment See what you think of that, and congratulate me upon a stroke of fortune I have not altogether deserved.’




  ‘I congratulate you,’ Salvarini grimly replied, when he had perused the paragraph. ‘You always contrive to fall upon your feet Did I not tell you that night in the Kursaal you would hear of this again? Of course it is a woman. No man would have taken such trouble, especially if he happened to be a Brother,’ he concluded with significant emphasis.




  Le Gautier drew his fingers airily across his throat, intending by. this little playful action to allude to his own sudden death. In his petty vanity, he was not altogether displeased that his friend should hint at a conquest.




  ‘Undoubtedly from a woman,’ he said. ‘Mark the mystery and romance underlying it all. Some fair dame of the Order, perhaps, who has seen me only to become a victim to my numberless charms.—Luigi, my friend, this little affair promises amusement.’




  ‘I might have known that,’ Salvarini retorted with some little contempt. ‘I believe you could be turned aside from the most pressing mission by a glance from a pair of melting eyes.—Bah! your thoughts run on such things to the detriment of the Order.’




  ‘In such a charming situation as you mention, confusion to the Order!—Now, do not look so melodramatic! Pardieu! do you think a man should have no amusements? Now, as a penance, you shall bore me with the order of this morning’s proceedings.’




  ‘A woman will ruin you eventually.’—Le Gautier smiled; the sententious words read the wrong way.—‘We had not much transaction this morning, save what I have told you, and the initiation of a few members.’




  ‘Converts to the noble cause of freedom.—Any one I know?’




  ‘Several. Do I understand it is your intention to introduce Sir Geoffrey in person?’




  Le Gautier nodded assent; and the friends proceeded to discuss other matters connected with their mission. When Salvarini had left, long and earnestly did Le Gautier sit silently there. Then he rose, and taking a pack of cards from a drawer, began to cut and shuffle them rapidly. He dealt them round six times, bringing the knave of clubs on the same heap each time. He put the cards away; an evil smile was on his face:




  ‘My right hand has not lost its cunning,’ he muttered. ‘Frederick Maxwell shall go to Rome, and—Well, fate will do the rest.’




  With this humane remark, he put on his hat, struggled into a pair of very tight-fitting gloves, and passed out from Hunter Street into the Euston Road; for it is almost needless to say that the house beyond Paddington where we last saw him was not his ordinary lodging, his abode being a much humbler one, as consisted with his limited means; for Hector le Gautier, though moving in good society, and always faultlessly attired, was not endowed with that wealth that smooths so many paths in this vale of tears. Like other men of his class, he contrived to keep his head above water, though how it was done was alike a mystery to himself and his friends.




  It was past two as he turned into Grosvenor Square and up the broad flight of steps which led up to the Charteris’ mansion. He had come here with more purposes than one: in the first place, to see Enid—this attraction a powerful one; and secondly, to have a talk upon general matters with the baronet, and perhaps get an invitation to luncheon. Sir Geoffrey he found in the dining-room, just sitting down to his mid-day meal in solitary state; and in answer to an invitation to join, asked after Enid, who, he learned, had gone with Maxwell and a kindly chaperon to a morning-party at Twickenham. He was, however, too much a cosmopolitan to allow this to interfere with his appetite, so, with a few well-chosen words of regret, he settled himself quietly to his lunch, discussing in turn the weather, politics, the last new beauty, anything—waiting for his host to speak upon the subject nearest his heart Sir Geoffrey’s patience being by this time exhausted, he commenced.




  ‘I think I am free, Le Gautier,’ he said at length.




  The listener affected not to comprehend this enigmatic remark.




  ‘Free from what, Sir Geoffrey?’ he asked carelessly. ‘Is it gout, or headache, or a marvellous escape from dining with a notorious bore? Which of these things are you free from?’




  ‘I was thinking of nothing so worldly,’ was the serious reply. ‘I allude to the marvellous manifestations recently vouchsafed to me. Since you so kindly showed me through yourself the path of duty, I have felt like a different man. They are gone, I trust for ever. Tell me, do you think there is any possible chance of their recurring?’




  ‘So long as you fulfil your part of the contract, certainly not—But, my dear Sir Geoffrey,’ the Frenchman continued gaily, ‘let us have no serious conversation now, I beseech you. Let us forget for the time we are anything but friends. I am too light and frivolous to talk seriously. The last new play, a fresh picture, anything but the supernatural.’




  Despite this appearance of bonhomie, Le Gautier had no intention of changing the conversation, though it was not his cue to introduce the subject himself; besides, an appearance of good-naturedly yielding to the others news seemed to tell better, and create a deeper feeling of obligation.




  ‘The longer I put the matter off, the more difficult my task seems to be,’ the baronet continued, not without hesitation. ‘Certain restrictions were laid upon me, certain commands given which I am bound to carry out. If you had heard the conversation, my task would be less difficult; but as you did not, I must do my best to explain.’




  Le Gautier drummed with his fingers upon the table, shrugged his shoulders, and sighed gently, as a man yielding against his will upon the sacred ground of friendship, tempered with politeness.




  ‘If you have anything to say, it is perhaps better to say it. But if it pains you, if it gives you the slightest mental agony or discloses family affairs, then, my dear sir, be dumb;’ and the speaker glanced out of the window, as if he considered the matter settled.




  ‘But I must tell you. It is impossible I can fulfil my promises without your assistance. In the first place, I am commanded to join your League or Brotherhood; and here, you see, I cannot get any further without your good advice and countenance.’




  ‘You distress me,’ Le Gautier replied mournfully. ‘I wish that matter could have been settled without such a step being necessary. Our work, though a noble one, is attended at times with great hardship and danger. Think, my dear Sir Geoffrey—think if there is no middle course by which such an action may be avoided.’




  The speaker created the impression he was most anxious to make. To the baronet, full of his scheme, this advice was unpalatable, the more that, like most spoilt, weak-minded men, he was intensely fond of his own way. He grew stubborn. Le Gautier was perfectly at ease as he studied the other’s face.




  ‘I see no middle course. The injunction was very strict I dare not disobey, if I would. I must become a member of your League, whatever the danger may be; and if called upon, I must take my part in the work. Do you not remember the vision?’




  ‘You forget my state,’ Le Gautier interrupted softly—‘that during the time I heard nothing, comprehended nothing going on around me. My faculties for the time being were torpid.’




  This adroit interruption only served to increase the baronet’s uneasiness. He writhed in his chair, unable to continue.




  ‘And there is another thing,’ he stammered, ‘which I must tell you, though I scarcely know how. I daresay you have noticed my daughter?’




  ‘Is it possible to see her and not be conscious of her beauties!’ Le Gautier cried—‘to be in her presence and not feel the charm of her society! Ah! Sir Geoffrey,’ he continued blandly, throwing out a strong hint, ‘he will be a happy man who wins the treasure of her heart!’




  At this helping of the lame dog over the stile, Sir Geoffrey looked grateful. ‘Has she ever impressed you, Le Gautier?’




  ‘Alas, yes,’ was the melancholy reply, but with some feeling too, for, as far as he was concerned, the passion was genuine. ‘Why should I strive to conceal my honest love? I may be poor and unknown, but I am at least a gentleman, and I offer the greatest compliment man can pay a woman—an ardent, loving heart.—But I am rambling; I dream, I rave! That I should aspire to an alliance with the House of Charteris!’




  The baronet was somewhat moved by this display of manly emotion, and, moreover, his ride was tickled. The young man evidently new that what he aspired to was a high honour indeed.




  ‘But, Sir Geoffrey,’ he continued brokenly, ‘you will not breathe a word of this to a soul! In a moment of passion, I have been led to divulge the master-passion of my life. Promise me you will forget it from this hour;’ and saying these words, he stretched out a hand trembling with suppressed emotion to his host and friend. A good actor was lost to an admiring world here.




  ‘But bless me!’ Sir Geoffrey exclaimed, taken aback by this display, and, sooth to say, somewhat irritated that the necessary explanation must come from him after all, ‘I want you to marry the girl.’




  ‘Is it possible, or am I dreaming?’ Le Gautier cried in a delirium of rapture. ‘Do I hear aright? Oh, say these words again!’




  Le Gautier was slightly overdoing the thing now, and Sir Geoffrey knew it. ‘I mean what I say,’ he added coldly. ‘You are the man for Enid.’




  ‘Who is talking about Enid?’ asked a fresh clear voice at that moment, as the subject of discourse, accompanied by her escort, glided into the room. Le Gautier, in love as he was, thought he had never seen her look so fair as she did then, her face slightly tinged with colour, her eyes all aglow with pleasurable excitement For a moment the conspirators were abashed, and it took all the Frenchman’s cool equitable nerve to solve and explain what appeared to be a truly awkward question.




  ‘When we are not with the rose, we love to talk of her,’ he replied with one of these bold glances for which Maxwell longed to kick him on the spot—‘I trust you have spent a pleasant morning?’




  Enid answered as coldly as the dictates of breeding would allow. The man’s florid compliments were odious to her, and his presence oppressive. Le Gautier, accustomed to read men and faces like open books, did not fail to note this.




  ‘I have important news,’ he whispered to Maxwell, after he had made his graceful adieux to Enid and his host. ‘I want to say a few words to you, if you happen to be walking my way.’




  Maxwell answered with studious politeness. ‘With pleasure,’ he said. ‘If you will allow me, I will drive you in my cab.’




  Enid’s quick ears caught the whisper, and a feeling of approaching evil seemed to come over her—a cloud passed over the sun, and, to her fancy, for a moment Le Gautier looked like Mephistopheles tempting Faust. As the two men passed out, she called Maxwell back. ‘Be careful,’ she urged. ‘Beware of that man; he will do you a mischief.’




  Maxwell smiled down in the pretty fearful face tenderly. ‘All right, little woman,’ he answered carelessly. ‘I shall take care. He is not likely to do any harm to me.’
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  BESIDES the consolation of recovering the precious insignia, the spice of romance in the affair appealed to Le Gautier’s natural sentiment He might, it may be thought, have had something similar made; but it must be remembered that he had no facsimile in his possession; and he knew, or suspected, that the coin bore private marks known only to the Supreme Three. At all hazards, therefore, the device must be recovered, and perhaps a little pleasant pastime enjoyed in addition.




  After long cogitation, Le Gautier decided to keep the appointment, and, in accordance with this determination, walked to Charing Cross the following night He loitered along the broad stone platform for some time till the clock struck nine, idly speculating upon the people hurrying to and fro, and turning over the books and papers on the bookstall. At a few minutes after the hour he looked up at the clock, and then down again, and his heart beat a shade more quickly, for there, standing by the swinging door leading to the first-class waiting-room, was a long cloaked figure, closely veiled. Walking carelessly in the direction, and approaching, he looked at his watch as he muttered: ‘Past nine—no sign of the Eastern Eagle.’




  By way of answer, the mysterious stranger raised her hand to the clasp of her cloak, and there, in the centre of the fastening, was a gold moidore.




  Le Gautier’s eyes glistened as he noticed this. ‘You wish to see me?’ he said at length. ‘I must thank you for—’




  ‘If your name is Le Gautier,’ she interrupted, ‘I do want to say a few words to you.—Am I right, sir?’




  Le Gautier bowed, thinking that, if the face matched the voice and figure, he had a treasure here.




  ‘This is no place to discuss this matter. If you can suggest any place where we can hold a few minutes’ conversation, I shall be obliged.’




  Le Gautier mused a moment; he had a good knowledge of London, but hesitated to take a lady to any place so late. The only suggestion he could make was the Embankment; and apparently this suited his companion, for, bowing her head, she took the proffered arm, walked out from the station, down Villiers Street, and so on to the waterside. Le Gautier noticed how the fingers on his arm trembled, attributing this to natural timidity, never dreaming that the emotion might be a warmer one. He began to feel at home now, and his tongue ran on accordingly.




  ‘Ah! how good of you,’ he exclaimed, pressing the arm lying in his own tenderly—‘how angelic of you to come to my aid! Tell me how you knew I was so rash, so impetuous?’




  ‘Men who carry their lives in their hands always are,’ Isodore replied. ‘The story does not need much telling. I was in the Kursaal at the time, and had my eyes on you. I saw you detach the insignia from your watch-chain; saw you hand it to a woman to stake; in short, I can put my hand upon it now.’




  ‘My protector, my guardian angel!’ Le Gautier cried rapturously; and then, with a sudden prosaic touch, added: ‘Have you got it with you?’




  Isodore hesitated. If he could only have seen the smile behind the thick dark veil which hid the features so tantalisingly!




  ‘I have not your insignia with me,’ she said; ‘that I must give you at some future time, not now. Though I am alarmed for you, I cannot but admire your reckless audacity.’




  ‘I thought perhaps you might,’ Le Gautier observed in a disappointed tone, and glancing at the clasp of his companion’s cloak.




  ‘That is mine,’ she explained, noting his eager look. ‘I do not part with it so recklessly as you. I, too, am one of you, as you see. Ah, Monsieur le Gautier, how truly fortunate your treasure fell into a woman’s hands!’




  ‘Indeed, yes,’ he replied gravely, a little puzzled, nevertheless, by the half-serious, half-mocking tone of these last words. ‘And how grateful I am! Pardon me if, in my anxiety, ask when I may have it?’




  ‘It may be some days yet It is not in my hands; but be assured that you shall have it I always keep my promises—in love or war, gratitude or revenge, I never forget—And now must leave you.’




  ‘But you will at least tell me the name of my benefactor, and when I shall have the great felicity of seeing her again.’




  ‘If I disclose myself to you, my secret must be respected. Sometime, when I know you better, I will tell you more. I live in Ventnor Street, Fitzroy Square. You may come and see me any night at ten. You must inquire for Marie St Jean.’




  ‘I will come,’ Le Gautier exclaimed, kissing the proffered hand gallantly. ‘Nothing save the sternest duty shall keep me from Fitzroy Square.’




  ‘And you will respect my secret? I, too, am on the business of the League. You will guard my secret?’




  ‘On my life!’ was the fervid response.—‘Goodnight, and au revoir.’




  ‘On his life,’ Isodore murmured as she walked rapidly away in the direction of the Temple Gardens.




  It was a beautiful night, the moon hanging behind Westminster, and throwing a glowing track along the swift rushing river, dancing like molten silver as it turned and switched under the arches of Waterloo. It was getting quiet now, save for the echoing footfall from a few hurrying feet or the shout of voices from the Surrey shore. Soft and subdued came the hoarse murmurs of the distant Strand; but Isodore heeded them not. In imagination, she was standing under the shadow of the grape-vines, the sunny Tiber down at her feet, and a man was at her side. And now the grapes were thorns, the winding Tiber the sullen Thames, and the hero standing by her side, a hero no longer, but a man to be despised—and worse. As she walked along, busy among the faded rose-leaves of the past, a hand was laid upon her arm, and Valerie stood before her.




  ‘I thought you were going to walk over me,’ she said. ‘I knew you would return this way, and came to meet you.—Have you seen him?’.




  ‘Yes, I have seen him; and what I have heard, does not alter my feelings. He is cold and vain, callous and unfeeling as ever. And to think I once loved that man, and trusted him! The poor fool thinks he has made another conquest, another captive to his bow and spear. Under cover of my veil, I have been studying his features. It is well he thinks so; it will help me to my revenge.—Valerie, he is going to call upon me to-morrow night at ten o’clock.’




  ‘But consider what a rash thing you are doing. Besides, how is this going to benefit you or injure him? He will boast of it; he will talk of it to his friends, and injure you.’




  ‘Not while I have this,’ Isodore cried triumphantly, touching the clasp of her cloak.—‘Do not you see how he is within my power? Besides, he can give me some information of the utmost value. They hold a Council to-morrow night; the business is pressing, and a special envoy is to go to Rome. The undertaking will be one of extreme danger. They will draw lots, but the choice will fall upon Frederick Maxwell.’




  ‘How do you know this?’ Valerie asked. ‘I do not understand your mission; but it seems to me that where every man has a stake at issue, it is his own interest to see the matter conducted fairly.’




  ‘You may think so; but perhaps you will think differently when I tell you that Le Gautier is, for the evening, President of the Council. It does not need a vast amount of discrimination to see how the end will be. Le Gautier is determined to marry this Enid Charteris; and much as she despises him, he will gain his end if he is not crossed.’




  ‘But what are you going to do?’ Valerie asked, horrified at the infamous plot ‘You will not allow an innocent man to go to his death like this?’




  ‘I shall not, as you say, allow a good man to be done to death,’ Isodore replied with the calmness of perfect conviction. ‘The pear is not yet ripe. Le Gautier is not sufficiently hoist with his own petard. This Maxwell will go to Rome, but he will never execute the commission allotted to him; I shall take care of that.—And now, mind you are out of the way when Le Gautier comes to-morrow night’




  Valerie silently shivered as she turned over the dark plot in her mind. ‘Suppose you fail, Isodore,’ she suggested—‘fail from over-confidence? You speak of the matter as already accomplished, as if you had only to say a thing and it is done. One would think, to hear you, that Frederick Maxwell’s safety, my husband’s life even, was yours.’




  ‘Yes,’ she answered calmly; ‘his life is mine. I hold it in the hollow of my hand.’
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  IN one of those quiet by-thoroughfares between Gray’s Inn Road and Holborn stands a hairdresser’s shop. It is a good enough house above stairs, with capacious rooms over the shop; below, it has its plate-glass windows and the pole typical of the tonsorial talent within; a window decorated with pale waxen beauties, rejoicing in wigs of great luxuriance and splendour of colour; brushes of every shape and design; and cosmétiques from all nations, dubbed with high-sounding names, and warranted to make the baldest scalp resemble the aforesaid beauties, after one or more applications. But the polite proprietor of ‘The Cosmopolitan Toilette Club’ had something besides hair-cutting to depend upon, for Pierre Ferry’s house was the London headquarters of the League.




  As he stood behind a customer’s chair in the ‘saloon’ snipping and chatting as barbers, especially if they are foreigners, always will, his restless little black eyes twinkled strangely. Had the customer been a man of observation, he would have noticed one man after another drop in, making a sign to the tonsorial artist, and then passing into an inner room. Salvarini entered presently, accompanied by Frederick Maxwell, both making some sign and passing on. Pierre Ferry looked at the newcomer keenly; but a glance of intelligence satisfied his scruples, and he resumed his occupation. Time went on until Le Gautier arrived, listless and cool, as was his wont, and in his turn passed in, turning to the barber as he shut the door behind him.




  ‘This room is full,’ he said; ‘we want no more.’




  Ferry bowed gravely, and turning the key in the lock, put the former in his pocket That was the signal of the assembly being complete. He wished his customer good-night, then closing the door, seated himself, to be on the alert in case of any threatened danger.




  As each of the conspirators passed through the shop, they ascended a dark winding staircase into the room above; and at the end of the apartment, a window opened upon another light staircase, for flight in case of danger, and which led into a courtyard, and thence into a back street. The windows looking upon Gray’s Inn Road were carefully barred, and the curtains drawn so as to exclude any single ray of light, and talking quietly together were a few grave-looking men, foreigners mostly. Maxwell surveyed the plain-looking apartment, almost bare of furniture, with the exception of a long table covered with green cloth, an inkstand and paper, together with a pack of playing-cards. The artist’s scrutiny and speculations were cut short by the entrance of Le Gautier.




  To an actor of his stamp, the change of manner from a light-hearted man of the world to a desperate conspirator was easy enough. He had laid aside his air of levity, and appeared now President of the Council to the life—grave, stern, with a touch of hauteur in his gait, his voice deliberate, and his whole manner speaking of earnest determination of purpose. Maxwell could not but admire the man now, and gave him credit at least for sincerity in this thing.




  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, in deep sonorous tones, ‘we will commence business, if you please. I shall not detain you long to-night, for I have business of grave importance myself. Will you take your seats?’




  The men gathered round the table, drawing up their chairs, Le Gautier at the head, and every eye turned upon him with rapt attention.




  From an inside pocket he produced a packet of papers and laid them before him. ‘Brothers,’ he asked, ‘what is our first duty to the League?’




  ‘The removal of tyrants!’ came from every throat there in a kind of deep chorus. ‘And death to traitors!’ added one, low down the board.




  ‘You are right, my friend,’ Le Gautier continued. ‘That is a duty to which none can yield. I hold evidence in my hand that we have a traitor amongst us—not in the room, I mean, but in our camp. Does any Brother here know Visci, the Deputy at Rome?’




  The assembly looked one to the other, though without speaking; and Maxwell noted the deathly pallor upon Salvarini’s face, wondering what brought it there. The President repeated the question, and looked round again, as if waiting lor some one to speak.




  ‘Yes, I know him. He was my friend,’ Salvarini observed in melancholy tones. ‘Let us hear what his fault is.’




  ‘He is a traitor to the Order,’ Le Gautier continued; ‘and as such, he must die. His crime is a heavy one,’ he went on, looking keenly at Maxwell: ‘he has refused to obey a mandate of the Three.’




  ‘Death!’ shouted the voices in chorus again—‘death to the traitor!’




  ‘That is your verdict, then?’ the President asked, a great shout of ‘Ay’ going up in reply.—‘It is proper for you to see his refusal; we must be stern in spite of our justice. See for yourselves.’




  Saying these words, he passed the papers down the table from hand to hand, Maxwell reading them in his turn, though the whole thing was a puzzle to him. He could only see that the assembly were in deadly earnest concerning something he did not understand. He was destined to have a rude awakening ere long. The papers were passed on until they reached the President’s hands again. With great care he burnt them at one of the candles, crushing the charred ashes with his fingers.




  ‘You are all agreed,’ he asked. ‘What is your verdict to be?’




  And like a solemn echo came the one word, ‘Death!’




  Salvarini alone was silent, and as Le Gautier took up the cards before him, his deathly pallor seemed to increase.




  ‘It is well—it is just,’ Le Gautier said sternly, as he poured the cards like water from one hand to the other. ‘My friends, we will draw lots. In virtue of my office as President, I am exempt; but I will not stand out in the hour of danger; I will take my chance with you.’




  A murmur of applause followed this sentiment, and the cards were passed round by each, after being carefully examined and duly shuffled. Maxwell shuffled the cards in his hands, quite unconscious of what they might mean to him, and passed them to Salvarini.




  ‘No,’ he said despondingly; ‘there is fate in such things as these. If the lot falls to me, I bow my head. There is a higher Hand than man’s guiding such destinies as ours; I will not touch them.’




  Saying these words with an air of extremely deep melancholy, he pushed the cards in Le Gautier’s direction. The latter turned back his cuffs, laid the cards on the palm of one hand, and looked at the assembly.




  ‘I will deal them round, and the first particular card that falls to a certain individual shall decide,’ he said. ‘Choose a card.’




  ‘The dagger strikes to the heart,’ came a foreign voice from the end of the table; ‘what better can we have than the ace of hearts?’ He stopped, and a murmur of assent ran round the room.




  It was a thrilling moment. Every face was bent forward eagerly as the President stood up to deal the cards. He placed one before himself, a harmless one, and then, with unerring dexterity, threw one before every man there. Each face was a study of rapt attention, for any one might mean a life, and low hoarse murmurs ran round as one card after another was turned up and proved to be harmless. One round was finished, containing, curiously enough, six hearts, and yet the fatal ace had not appeared. Each anxious face would light up for a moment as the owner’s card was turned up, and then be fixed with sickening anxiety on his neighbour’s. At the end of the second round the ace was still absent. The excitement now was almost painful; not a word was spoken, and only the deep breathing gave evidence of the inward emotion. Slowly, one by one, the cards dwindled away in the dealer’s hands till only seven were left It was a sight never to be forgotten even with one chance for each; and when the first of the seven was dealt, a simple two, every envying eye was bent upon the fortunate one as he laughed unsteadily, wiped his face, and hastily filled and swallowed a glass of water. Six, five, four; the last to the President, and there only remained three cards now—one for Salvarini, one for Maxwell, and one for the suggester of the emblem card. The Frenchman’s card was placed upon the table; he turned it up with a shrug which was not altogether affected, and then came Salvarini’s turn. The whole room had gathered round the twain, Maxwell calm and collected, Salvarini white and almost fainting. He had to steady one hand with the other, like a man afflicted with paralysis, as he turned over his card. For a moment he leaned back in his chair, the revulsion of feeling almost overpowering him. His card was the seven of clubs.




  With a long sweeping throw, the President tossed the last card in Maxwell’s direction. No need to look at it There it lay—the fatal ace of hearts!




  They were amazed at the luckless man’s utter coolness, as he sat there playing with the card, little understanding as yet his danger; and then, one by one shaking his hand solemnly, they passed out.




  Maxwell was inclined to make light of this dramatic display, ascribing it to a foreigner’s love of the mysterious. He did not understand it to mean a last farewell between Brothers. They had all gone by that time with the exception of Le Gautier and Salvarini, the latter looking at the doomed man sadly, the Frenchman with an evil glitter and a look of subdued triumph in his eyes.




  Highly dramatic, at any rate,’ Maxwell observed, turning to Le Gautier, ‘and vastly entertaining. They seemed to be extremely sorry for me.’




  ‘Well, you take the matter coolly enough,’ the Frenchman smiled. ‘Any one would think you were used to this sort of thing.’




  ‘I should like to have caught some of those expressions,’ Maxwell replied. ‘They would make a man’s fortune if he could get them on canvas. What do you think of an Academy picture entitled “The Conspirators?”—And now, will you be good enough to explain this little farce to me?’




  His cool, contemptuous tones knocked Le Gautier off his balance for a moment, but he quickly recovered his habitual cynicism.




  ‘There will be a pendant to that picture, called “The Vengeance;” or, if you like it better, “The Assassination,”’ he replied with a sneer. ‘Surely you do not think I dealt these cards for amusement? No, my friend; a life was at stake there, perhaps two.’




  ‘A life at stake? Do you mean that I am to play the part of murderer to a man unknown to me—an innocent man?’




  ‘Murder is not a pleasant word,’ Le Gautier replied coldly. ‘We prefer the expression “remove,” as being more elegant, and not so calculated to shock the nerves of novices—like yourself. Your perspicacity does you credit, sir; your arm is the one chosen to strike Visci down.’




  ‘Gracious powers!’ Maxwell exclaimed, falling back into his chair faint and dizzy. ‘I stain my hand with an unoffending man’s blood? Never! I would die first I never dreamt—I never thought—Salvarini, I did not think you would lead me into this!’




  ‘I warned you,’ the Italian said mournfully. ‘As far as I dared, I told you what the consequences would be.’




  ‘If you had told me you were a gang of callous, bloodthirsty murderers, I should not have joined you. I, like every Englishman, am the friend of liberty as much as you, but no cowardly dagger-thrust for me. Do your worst, and come what may, I defy you!’




  ‘A truce to these histrionics,’ Le Gautier exclaimed fiercely; ‘or we shall hold a Council, and serve you the same. There are your orders. I am your superior. Take them, and obey.




  Refuse, and—’




  He stopped, folding his arms, and looked Maxwell full in the face for a moment; then turning abruptly upon his heel, quitted the room without another word.




  Maxwell and his friend confronted each other. ‘And who is this Visci I am to murder?’ the artist demanded bitterly.




  Salvarini bowed his head lower and lower till his face almost rested upon his breast. ‘You know him,’ he said. ‘He was a good friend of mine once, and his crime is the one you are contemplating now—disobedience to orders. Is it possible you have not guessed the doomed man to be Carlo Visci?’




  ‘Carlo Visci—my friend, my more than brother? I must be mad, mad or dreaming. Lay foul hands upon the best friend man ever had—the noble-hearted fellow whose purse was mine, who taught me all I know, who saved my life; and I to stab him in the dark because, perchance, he refuses to serve a companion the same! Never! May my right hand rot off, before I injure a hair of Carlo Visci’s head!’




  ‘Then you will die yourself,’ Salvarini put in sadly.




  ‘Then I shall die—death comes only once,’ Maxwell exclaimed proudly, throwing back his head. ‘No sin like that shall stain my soul!’




  For a moment the two men were silent Salvarini broke the silence. ‘Listen, Maxwell,’ he said. ‘I am in a measure to blame for this, and I will do what I can to serve you. You must go to Rome, as if you intended to fulfil your task, and wait there till you hear from me. I am running great risks in helping you so, and you must rely on me. One thing is in your favour: time is no particular object. Will you go so far, for your sake and mine?’




  ‘Anything, anywhere!’ burst out the Englishman passionately.
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  COOLLY, as if the whole transaction had been a little light recreation, and untroubled in conscience, as if the fatal card had fallen to Maxwell by pure chance, instead of base trickery, Le Gautier turned his steps in the direction of Fitzroy Square. It was a matter of supreme indifference to him now whether Maxwell obeyed the dictum of the League or not; indeed, flat rebellion would have suited his purpose better, for in that case he would be all the sooner rid of; and there was just a chance that the affair with Visci might end favourably; whereas, on the other hand, a refusal would end fatally for the rash man who defied the League. Men can face open danger; it is the uncertainty, the blind groping in the dark, that wears body and mind out, unstrings the nerves, and sometimes unseats reason. Better fight with fearful odds, than walk out with the shadow of the sword hanging over one night and day. The inestimable Frenchman had seen what defiance to the League generally came to; and as he reviewed his rosy prospects, his bright thoughts lent additional flavour to his cigarette. Nevertheless, his heart beat a trifle faster as he pulled the bell at the quiet house in Ventnor Street.




  Adventures of this sort were nothing novel to him; but he had something more at stake here than the fortunes of the little blind boy and the light intrigue he looked for. Miss St Jean was in, he found; and he was shown up to her room, where he sat noting the apartment—the open piano, and the shaded waxlights, shining softly—just the proper amount of light to note charms by, and just dim enough to invite confidences. As he noted these things, he smiled, for Le Gautier was a connoisseur in the graceful art of love-making, and boasted that he could read women as scholars can expound abstruse passages of the earlier classics, or think they can, which pleases them equally. In such like case, the Frenchman was about to fall into a similar error, never dreaming that the artistically arranged room with its shaded lights was a trap to catch his soul. He waited impatiently for the coming fair one, knowing full well that she wished to create an impression. If such was her intention, she succeeded beyond expectation.




  With her magnificent hair piled up upon her small shapely head, and its glossy blackness relieved only by a single diamond star, shining like a planet on the bosom of the midnight sky, with a radiant smile upon her face, she came towards him. She was dressed in some light shimmering material, cut low upon the shoulders; and round the corsage was a wreath of deep red roses, a crimson ribbon round the neck, from which depended a diamond cross. She came forward murmuring a few well-chosen words, and sank into a chair, waiting for Le Gautier to recover.




  He had need of time to recover his scattered senses, for, man of the world as he was, and acquainted with beauty as he was, he had never seen anything like this before. But he was not the sort to be long taken aback; he raised his eyes to hers with a mute homage which was more eloquent than words. He began to feel at home; the dazzling loveliness threw a spell upon him, the delicious mystery was to his liking; and he was tête-à-tête.




  ‘I began to think I had failed to interest you sufficiently last night,’ Isodore commenced, waving her fan slowly before her face. ‘I began to imagine you were not coming to take pity on my loneliness.’




  ‘How could you dream such a thing?’ Le Gautier replied in his most languishing voice. His pulses began to beat at these last words. ‘Did I not promise to come? I should have been here long since, but sordid claims of business detained me from your side.’




  ‘It must have been pressing business,’ Isodore laughed archly. ‘And pray, what throne are you going to rock to its foundations now?’




  Had Le Gautier been a trifle less vain, he would have been on his guard when the conversation took so personal a turn; but he was flattered; the question betokened an interest in himself.




  ‘How would it interest you?’ he asked.




  ‘How do you know that it would not? Remember, that though I am bound by no oath, I am one of you. Anything connected with the League, anything connected with yourself, cannot fail to interest me.’




  The words ran through Le Gautier’s frame like quicksilver. He was impulsive and passionate; these few minutes had almost sufficed to seal his thralldom. He began to lose his head.




  You flatter me,’ he said joyously. ‘Our business to-night was short; we only had to choose an avenging angel.’




  ‘For Visci, I suppose?’ Isodore observed with some faint show of interest. ‘Poor man! And upon whom did the choice fall?’




  ‘A new member, curiously enough. I do not know if you are acquainted with him: his name is Maxwell.’




  ‘May he prove as true to the cause as—as you are. I have never had the fortune to be present on one of these occasions. How do you manage it? Do you draw lots, or do you settle it with dice?’




  ‘On this occasion, no. We have a much fairer plan than that. We take a pack of cards; they are counted, to see if they are correct; then each man present shuffles them; a particular one represents the fatal number, and the president of the assembly deals them out Whoever the chosen one falls to has to do the task in hand.’




  ‘That, I suppose, must be fair, unless there is a conjurer presiding,’ Isodore observed reflectively.—‘Who was the president to-night?’




  ‘I myself. I took my chance with the others, you must understand.’




  Isodore did not reply, as she sat there waving her fan backwards and forwards before her face. Le Gautier fancied that for a moment a smile of bitter contempt flashed out from her eyes; but he dismissed the idea, for, when she dropped the fan again, her face was clear and smiling.




  ‘I am wearying you,’ she said, ‘by my silly questions. A woman who asks questions should not be allowed in society; she should be shut away from her fellow-creatures, as a thing to be avoided. I am no talker myself, at least not in the sense men mean.—Shall I play to you?’




  Le Gautier would have asked nothing better than to sit there feasting his eyes upon her matchless beauty; but now he assented eagerly to the suggestion. Music is an accomplishment which forces flirtation; besides which, he could stand close to her side, turning over the leaves with opportunities which a quiet conversation never furnishes. Taking him at his word, she sat down at the instrument and commenced to play. It might have been brilliant or despicably bad, opera or oratorio, anything to the listener; he was far too deeply engrossed in the player to have any sense alive to the music Perfectly collected, she did not fail to note this, and when she had finished, she looked up in his passionate face with a glance melting and tender, yet wholly womanly. It took all Le Gautier’s self-command to restrain himself from snatching her to his heart in his madness and covering the dark face with kisses. He was reckless now, too far gone to disguise his admiration, and she knew it With one final crash upon the keys she rose from her seat, confronting him.




  ‘Do not leave off yet,’ he urged, and saying this, he laid his hand upon her arm. She started, trembling, as if some deadly thing had stung her. To her it was a sting; to him, the evidence of awaking passion, and he, poor fool, felt his heart beat faster. She sat down again, panting a little as from some inward emotion. ‘As you please,’ she said. ‘Shall I sing to you?’




  ‘Sweeter than the voice of the nightingales to me!’ he exclaimed passionately. ‘Yes, do sing. I shall close my eyes, and fancy myself in paradise.’




  ‘Your imagination must be a powerful one.—Do you know this?’




  Isodore took a piece of music from the stand, a simple Italian air, and placed it in his hands. He turned over the leaves carelessly, and returned it to her with a gesture of denial. There was a curious smile upon her lips as she sat down to sing, a smile that puzzled and bewildered him.




  ‘Do you not know it?’ she asked, when the last chords died away.




  ‘Now you have sung it, I think I do. It is a sentimental sort of thing, do you not think? A little girl I used to know near Rome sang it to me. She, I remember, used to imagine it was my favourite song. She was one of the romantic schoolgirls, Miss St Jean, and the eyes she used to make at me when she sang it are something to be remembered.’




  Isodore turned her back sharply and searched among the music. If he could only have seen the bitter scorn in the face then—scorn partly for him, and wholly for herself. But again she steeled herself.




  ‘I daresay you gave her some cause, Monsieur Le Gautier,’ she said. ‘You men of the world, flitting from place to place, think nothing of breaking a country heart or two. You may not mean it, perhaps, but so it is.’




  ‘Hearts do not break so easily,’ Le Gautier replied lightly. ‘Perhaps I did give the child some cause, as you say. Pardieu! a man tied down in a country village must amuse himself, and a little unsophisticated human nature is a pleasant chance. She was a little spitfire, I remember, and when I left, could not see the matter in a reasonable light. There is still some bitter vengeance awaiting me, if I am to believe her words.’




  ‘Then you had best beware. A woman’s heart is a dangerous plaything,’ Isodore replied. ‘Do you never feel sorry, never experience a pang of conscience after such a thing as that? Surely, at times you must regret?’




  ‘I have heard of such a thing as conscience,’ Le Gautier put in airily; ‘but I must have been born before they came into fashion. No, Miss St Jean, I cannot afford to indulge in luxuries.’




  ‘And the League takes up so much of your time. And that reminds me. We have said nothing yet about your insignia. I may tell you now that it is not yet in my hands; but I shall obtain it for you. How bold, how reckless you were that night, and yet I do not wonder! At times, the sense of restraint must bear heavy upon a man of spirit’




  ‘Thank you, from the bottom of my heart,’ Le Gautier fervently exclaimed. ‘You are too good to me.—Yes,’ he continued, ‘there are times when I feel the burden sorely—times like the present, let us say, when I have a foretaste of happier things. If I had you by my side, I could defy the world.’




  Isodore looked at him and laughed, her wonderful magnetic smile making her eyes aglow and full of dazzling tints.




  ‘That could not be,’ she said. ‘I would have no divided attentions; I would have a man’s whole heart, or nothing. I have too long been alone in the world not to realise what a full meed of affection means.’




  ‘You should have all mine!’ Le Gautier cried, carried away by the torrent of his passions. ‘No longer should the League bind me. I would be free, if it cost ten thousand lives! No chains should hold me then, for, by heaven, I would not hesitate to betray it!’




  ‘Hush, hush!’ Isodore exclaimed in a startled whisper. ‘You do not understand what you are saying. You do not comprehend the meaning of your words. Would you betray the Brotherhood?’




  ‘Ay, if you but say the word—ten thousand Brotherhoods.’




  ‘I am not bound by solemn oath like you,’ Isodore replied sadly; ‘and at times I think it could never do good. It is too dark and mysterious and too violent to my taste; but you are bound in honour.’




  ‘But suppose I was to come to you and say I was free?’ Le Gautier asked hoarsely. ‘To tell you that my hands were no longer fettered—what words would you have to say to me then—Marie?’ He hesitated before he uttered the last word, dwelling upon it in an accent of the deepest tenderness. Apparently, Isodore did not notice, for her eyes were sad, her thoughts evidently far away.




  ‘I do not know what I should say to you—in time.’




  ‘Your words are like new life to me,’ Le Gautier exclaimed; ‘they give me hope and strength, and in my undertaking I shall succeed.’




  ‘You will do nothing rash, nothing headstrong, without telling me. Let me know when you are coming to see me again, and we will talk the matter over; but I fear, without treachery, you never can be free.’




  ‘Anything to be my own master!’ he retorted fervently.—‘Good-night, and remember that any step I may take will be for you.’ With a long lingering pressure of the hand and many burning glances, he was gone.




  Isodore heard his retreating footsteps echoing down the stairs, and thence along the silent street The mask fell from her face; she clenched her hands, and her countenance was crossed with a hundred angry passions. Valerie entering at that moment, looked at her with something like fear.




  ‘Sit down, Valerie,’ Isodore whispered hoarsely, in a voice like the tones of one in great pain, as she walked impatiently about the room, her hands twisted together convulsively. ‘Do not be afraid; I shall be better presently. I feel as if I want to scream, or do some desperate thing to-night He has been here, Valerie; how I sustained myself, I cannot tell.’




  ‘Did he recognise you?’ Valerie asked timidly.




  ‘Recognise me? No, indeed! He spoke about the old days by the Mattio woods, the old times when we were together, and laughed at me for a romantic schoolgirl. I nearly stabbed him then. There is treachery afloat; his plan is prospering. As I told you it would be, Maxwell is chosen for the Roman mission; but he will never do the deed, for I shall warn Visci myself. And he was my bro—Visci’s friend!’




  ‘But what are you going to do now?’ Valerie asked.




  ‘He is a traitor. He is going to betray the League, and I am going to be his confidant. I saw it in his face. I wonder how I bear it—I wonder I do not die! What would they say if they saw Isodore now?—Come, Valerie, come and hold me tightly in your arms—tighter still. If I do not have a little pity, my poor heart will break.’




  Long and earnestly did Salvarini and Maxwell sit in the latter’s studio discussing the events of the evening, till the fire had burnt down to ashes and the clock in the neighbouring steeple struck three. It was settled that Maxwell should go to Rome, though with what ulterior object they did not decide. Time was in his favour, the lapse of a month or so in the commission being a matter of little object to the League. They preferred that vengeance should be deferred for a time, and that the blow might be struck when it was least expected, when the victim was just beginning to imagine himself safe and the matter forgotten.




  ‘I suppose I had better lose no time in going?’ Maxwell observed, when they had discussed the matter thoroughly. ‘Time and distance are no objects to me, or money either.’




  ‘As to your time of departure, I should say as soon as possible,’ Salvarini replied; ‘and as to money, the League finds that—’




  ‘I would not touch a penny of it, Luigi—no, not if I was starving. I could not soil my fingers with their blood-money.—What do you say to my starting on Monday night? I could get to Rome by Thursday morning at the latest—And yet, to what good? I almost feel inclined to refuse, and bid them do their worst’




  ‘For heaven’s sake, do not!’ Salvarini implored. ‘Such a thing is worse than folly. If you assume a readiness to fulfil your undertaking, something may turn up in your favour.’




  Maxwell gazed moodily in the dead ashes, and cursed the hot-headed haste which had placed him in that awful position. Like every right-minded man, he shrank with horror from such a cowardly crime.




  ‘You will never attain your ends,’ he said. ‘Your cause is a noble one; but true liberty, perfect freedom, turns against cold-blooded murder; for call it what you will, it is nothing else.’




  ‘You are right, my friend,’ Salvarini mournfully replied. ‘No good can come of it; and when reprisals come, as they must, they shall be swift and terrible.—But Frederick,’ he continued, laying his hand on the other’s shoulder, ‘do not blame me too deeply, for I will lay down my own life cheerfully before harm shall come to you.’




  Maxwell was not aware that Sir Geoffrey Charteris was a member of the League, as Le Gautier had taken care to keep them apart, so far as business matters were concerned, only allowing the baronet to attend such meetings as were perfectly harmless in their general character, and calculated to inspire him with admiration of the philanthropic schemes and self-denying usefulness of the Brotherhood; nor was it the Frenchman’s intention to admit him any deeper into its secrets; indeed, his admission only formed part of the scheme by which the baronet, and through him his daughter, should be entirely in the Frenchman’s power. The cards were sorted, and, once Maxwell was out of the way, the game was ready to be played. All this the artist did not know.




  With a heavy heart and a foreboding of coming evil, he made the simple preparations for his journey. He had delayed to the last the task of informing Enid of his departure, partly from a distaste of alarming her, and partly out of fear. It would look more natural, he thought, to break it suddenly, merely saying he had been called to Rome on pressing business, and that his absence would not be a prolonged one. Till Saturday, he put this off, and then, bracing up his nerves, he got into has cab, and was driven off rapidly in the direction of Grosvenor Square. He was roused from his meditations by a shock and a crash, the sound of broken glass, the sight of two plunging horses on the ground—roused by being shot forward violently, by the shouts of the crowd, and above all, by the piercing scream of a woman’s voice. Scrambling out as best he could, he rose to his feet and looked around. His cab had come violently in collision with another in the centre of Piccadilly. A woman had attempted to cross hurriedly; and the two cabs had swerved suddenly, coming together sharply, but not too late to save the woman, who was lying there, in the centre of an eager, excited crowd, perfectly unconscious, the blood streaming down her white face, and staining her light summer dress. A doctor had raised her a little, and was trying to force some brandy between the clenched teeth, as Maxwell pushed his way through the crowd.




  ‘Nothing very serious,’ he said, in answer to Maxwell’s question. ‘She is simply stunned by the blow, and has sustained, I should say, a simple fracture of the a right arm. She must be moved from here at once.—If you will call a cab, I will take her to a hospital.’




  ‘No, no!’ Maxwell cried, moved to pity by the pale fair face and slight girlish figure. ‘I am mainly responsible for the accident, and you must allow me to be the best judge. My cab, you see, is almost uninjured; put her in there, and I will tell you where to drive.’




  They lifted the unconscious girl and placed her tenderly on the seat There were warm hearts and sympathetic hands there, as you may notice on such occasions as these, and there was a look of feeling in every face as the cab drove slowly away.




  ‘Go on to Grosvenor Square,’ Maxwell instructed his man. ‘Drive slowly up New Bond Street We shall be there as soon as you.’




  They arrived at Sir Geoffrey’s house together, considerably astonishing the footman, as, without ceremony, they carried the sufferer in. Alarmed by strange voices and the shrieks of the servants, who had come up at the first alarm, Enid made her appearance to demand the meaning of this unseemly noise; but directly she heard the cause, as coherently as Maxwell could tell her, her face changed, and she became at once all tenderness and womanly sympathy.




  ‘I knew you would not mind, darling,’ he whispered gratefully. ‘I hardly knew what to do, and it was partly my fault’




  ‘You did quite right Of course I do not mind. Fred, what do you take me for?’ She knelt down beside the injured woman there in the hall, in the presence of all the servants, and helped to carry her up the stairs.




  Lucrece looked on for a moment, and then a startled look came in her face.




  ‘Ah!’ she exclaimed, ‘I know that face—it is Linda Despard.’




  Enid heard these words, but did not heed them at the time. They carried the girl into one of the rooms and laid her on the bed. At a sign from the doctor, the room was cleared, with the exception of Enid and Lucrece, and the medical man proceeded to look to the broken limb. It was only a very simple fracture, he said. The gravest danger was from the shock to the system and the wound upon the forehead. Presently, they got her comfortably in bed, breathing regularly, and apparently asleep. The good-natured doctor, waving aside all thanks, left the room, promising to call again later in the day.
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  FOR a time, Enid stood looking at the sufferer sadly, and wondering where the friends of the poor girl might be. Gradually, as the scene came back to her, she remembered the words of Lucrece, and turned to her. ‘Lucrece, did I hear you say you knew this poor woman?’




  ‘Indeed, yes, miss. Three years ago, in Paris, Linda and I were great friends—what you English call “chums.” She was an actress at the “Varieties”—a clever player; but she could not rise. Jealousy and a bad husband prevented that Poor Linda, she has all the talent!’




  ‘Strange that you should know her; but still fortunate. Perhaps, through you, we may be able to discover where her friends are.’




  ‘Poor child! she has no friends.—But hush! See! she has opened her eyes.’




  The sufferer was looking wildly around. She tried to rise, but the pain and weakness were too great, and she sank back with a deep fluttering sigh. As she collected her senses—‘Where am I?’ she asked faintly. ‘How did I come here?’




  ‘Do not distress yourself,’ Enid said softly. ‘You are quite safe. You had an accident, and they brought you here.’




  For a moment the girl closed her eyes. ‘I remember now. I was knocked down by a cab. But I am better now. Let me get up. Where is my boy?’ she continued—‘what has become of my boy?’




  ‘Do not trouble yourself about your child,’ Enid said soothingly, marvelling that one apparently so young should be a mother. ‘He shall be well cared for. Tell us where he is, and he shall be brought to you.’




  ‘You are so good—so good and beautiful! You will find a card in my jacket-pocket where to send for him. Tell me, bright angel of goodness, what is the name they know you by?’




  ‘My name is Enid Charteris,’ she replied, smiling a little at the theatrical touch, earnest though it was.—‘I must not let you talk any longer. The doctor was very strict about that.’




  At the mention of the name, the sick woman became strangely agitated, so much so that Enid was alarmed. ‘Am I in Grosvenor Square? Are you the daughter of Sir Geoffrey Charteris?’




  ‘Yes, yes. But you really must be quiet now.’




  But instead of complying with this request, the stranger burst into a fit of hysterical crying, weeping and sobbing as if her heart would break.




  ‘Miserable woman that lam!’ she cried, ‘what have I done? Oh, what have I done? O that I could have known before!’




  Enid looked at Lucrece in alarm. The outbreak was so sudden, so unexpected, that for a moment they were too startled to speak.




  ‘She is unhinged by the shock,’ Enid whispered. ‘Perhaps if you were to speak to her, it would have a good effect’




  ‘Yes, madam. But if I may be allowed to make a suggestion—I should say it was better if you left the room for a time. She sees some likeness to you, or fancies she does, to some one. She knows me; and if you will leave for a short time, I will try and soothe her.’




  ‘I think you are right, Lucrece. I will come in again presently, when she has become quieter.’




  Directly Enid quitted the apartment, Lucrece’s whole manner changed from the subdued domestic to the eager sympathetic friend. She bent over the bed and looked down in the suffering woman’s eyes. ‘Linda! do you not know me? It is I, Lucrece!’




  ‘You—and here? What is the meaning of this, and in the dress of a servant? Tell me,’ she continued eagerly. ‘You are not one of his friends in his pay, to help his vile schemes?’




  ‘I do not mow who he is. I am here for a good purpose—to protect my mistress from a great harm.’




  ‘Ah, then, you are no friend of Le Gautier’s.—Do you ever see him? Does he come here often? Do you know what he is after?’




  Lucrece started. ‘What do you know of Le Gautier?’




  ‘What do I know of him? Everything that is bad, and bitter, and fiendish! But he will not succeed, if I have to sacrifice my life to aid the beautiful lady who has been so kind to me.’




  ‘You are not the only one who would,’ Lucrece quietly answered. ‘Tell me what you know.’




  ‘I did not know then how good and noble she is.—My head is queer and strange, Lucrece; I cannot tell you now. To-morrow, perhaps, if I am better, I will tell you everything. I am glad now that they brought me here.’




  Meanwhile, Maxwell was pacing about the drawing-room, having entirely forgotten the unfortunate woman in his own perplexity. He had been there perhaps half an hour, when Enid entered. She was not too occupied to notice the moody, thoughtful frown upon his face.




  ‘What a sad thing for her, poor woman!’ she said.—‘How did it happen, Fred?’




  ‘Poor woman?’ Maxwell asked vaguely. ‘How did what happen?’




  ‘Why, Fred, what is the matter with you?’ Enid exclaimed with vague alarm. ‘How strange you look! Surely you have not forgotten the poor creature you brought here not more than half an hour ago?’




  Maxwell collected himself by a violent effort. ‘I had actually forgotten. I was thinking of something else.—Enid, dear, I am going away!’




  ‘Going away! Any one would think, from the expression of your face and the tone of your voice, you were never going to return. Where are you going?’




  There was a very considerable chance of his not returning, he felt, and he smiled at the grim idea.




  ‘I am not going far—at least not very far, in this age of express trains and telegraphs. I wish I could take you with me, darling; for I am going to a place you have often longed to see—I am going to Rome.’




  ‘To Rome? Is it not very sudden? You never told me before.’




  ‘Well, it is rather sudden. I have not known it long. You see, I could not tell you a thing I was ignorant of myself.’




  ‘I wish you were not going,’ Enid said reflectively. ‘I have a feeling that some evil will come of this. And yet I suppose you must go. Is it business of your own, Fred?’




  Maxwell hesitated. He could not prevaricate with those clear truthful eyes looking up so earnestly to his own. The soul of honour himself, he could not forgive the want of it in others; but he temporised now.




  ‘Well, not exactly my own,’ he stammered, trying to make the best of a bad case, ‘or I would not go. It is a secret, which I cannot tell even you; but I shall not be long away.’




  ‘A secret which you cannot tell even me,’ Enid repeated mechanically. ‘Then it must be something you are very much ashamed of.’




  ‘Indeed, it is not,’ Maxwell began eagerly, hesitated, and stopped. After all, she was right. It was a secret, a terrible, shameful secret, against which all the manliness in him revolted. For a time he was silent, hanging down his head for very shame, as the whole force of his position came upon him. For the first time, he realised where his rashness had led him, and what he was about to lose.




  Enid looked at him in amazement, strangely mixed with a terrible and nameless fear. ‘Fred!’ she cried at length, white and trembling, ‘you are going away upon the mission of that awful League! You cannot deny it—O Fred! Fred!’




  He tried to soothe her as she lay sobbing in his arms, but to no avail. The most fervent promises and the most endearing words she heeded not, crying that he was going from her never to return; and her fears were strengthened when he mournfully but firmly declined to speak of his mission. Presently, when she grew a little calmer, she raised her wet cheeks to him and kissed him. She was pale now, but confident, and striving with all the artifices in her power to persuade him from his undertaking; but tears and prayers, threats even, could not avail




  He shook his head sadly. ‘I would that I could stay with you, Enid,’ he said at length, holding her close in his arms; ‘but this much I can tell you—that I dare not disobey. It is as much as my life is worth.’




  ‘And as much as your life is worth to go,’ echoed the sobbing girl. ‘What is life to me without you? And now this thing has come between us, parting us perhaps for ever!’




  ‘I hope not,’ Maxwell smiled cheerfully. ‘I trust not, darling. My time away is very short; and doubtless I shall not be called upon again for a time—perhaps never.’




  Enid dried her eyes bravely and tried to smile. ‘Good-bye, Fred,’ she said brokenly; ‘and heaven grant that my fears are groundless! If anything happened to you, I believe I should die.’




  ‘I shall come back, darling.—And now, goodbye, and God bless you.’




  After he was gone, Enid threw herself down upon the lounge and wept




  Le Gautier’s star was in the ascendant. His only dangerous rival would soon be hundreds of miles away on a hazardous mission, out of which, in all human probability, he could not come unscathed, even if he escaped with life; a prospective father-in-law wholly in his power; and a bride in posse, upon whose fears he could work by describing graphically her father’s danger, with the moral, that it would be her duty to her parent to wed his preserver, Le Gautier. This, in fine, was the pretty scheme the wily adventurer had sketched out in his busy brain, a scheme which at present looked like being brought to a successful issue.




  Another source of congratulation to this inestimable young man was the progress he was making with the fair stranger, known to him as Marie St Jean. By the time a fortnight had passed, he had been in Ventnor Street more than once, and quite long enough to feel a passion stronger than he had ever experienced before. It was absolutely dangerous to him, he knew, to be with her so often; but like the moth and the candle, the attraction was so great that he found it impossible to keep away—not that he lost his head for a moment, though he well knew that Marie St Jean could turn him round her finger; but he had formed his plans even here. The first step was to betray the League—the scheme was not quite ripe yet, and the news of Maxwell uncertain—and then take Marie St Jean for a tour upon the continent. There would be plenty of time to return and marry Enid afterwards without any unnecessary bother—for he had already made up his mind that Miss St Jean was too proud to show her wrongs to the world.




  On the Monday afternoon following Maxwell’s departure, Le Gautier turned his steps in the direction of Grosvenor Square, feeling on good terms with himself and all mankind. His schemes were prospering hugely. It was clearly useless, he determined, now to hesitate any longer; the blow must be struck, and the sooner the better for all parties concerned. With this intention upmost in his mind, he trippingly ascended the steps of Sir Geoffrey’s house and knocked.




  He found the baronet in the library, engaged as usual over some volume of deep spiritualistic research; the thing had become a passion with him now, and every spare moment was spent in this morbid amusement. He was getting thin and haggard over it, and Le Gautier thought he looked very old and careworn as he watched him now.




  ‘You have come just in time,’ he cried, placing a paper-knife in the book and turning eagerly to Le Gautier. ‘I have a passage here that I am unable to understand. Listen to this.’




  ‘I have something more important to speak of,’ Le Gautier interrupted. ‘I have something more pressing on hand than that attractive subject. Sir Geoffrey, next week I am summoned to Warsaw.’




  The baronet began to feel anxious; he knew perfectly well what was coming, and, like all weak men, he dreaded anything like evil. The part that he had to play was a despicable one, and he feared his daughter’s angry scorn. Like a recalcitrant debtor, he began to cry for time, the time that never comes.




  ‘So you informed me last week,’ he replied, twisting a paper-knife in his hands uneasily. ‘I hope you will have a pleasant journey. How long do you expect to be detained there?’




  ‘I cannot tell; it depends upon the amount of business to be done. I may be away six weeks; but, at the very least, I do not see how I can get back to England under the month.’




  Sir Geoffrey’s face lighted, in spite of his air of regret Le Gautier noticed this; nothing escaped the ken of those keen black eyes.




  ‘And when you return, we will complete our little arrangements,’ Sir Geoffrey exclaimed cheerfully. ‘No hurry, you know, no haste in such matters as these; and, referring to our previous conversation, we cannot be too careful in treading such uncertain ground. Enid—’




  ‘Precisely,’ Le Gautier interrupted. ‘With all due deference to your opinion, there is need of action, which is a very different matter from that raw haste which your poet tells us is half-sister to delay. I must have something definite settled before I leave England.’




  ”Pon my honour, you know, you young men are very hasty,’ the baronet fidgeted; ‘there is no controlling you. In my time, things were quite different; men professed a certain deference to women, and did not take so much for granted as you do now—’




  ‘Sir Geoffrey,’ Le Gautier interrupted again, ‘things change; men alter; but perfect love is the same for all time. I love your daughter, and would make her my wife.’




  In spite of the baronet’s feeble-mindedness, there was always something in the Frenchman’s higher flights which jarred upon his nerves, a sense of insincerity, a certain hollow, grotesque mockery, which pained him. The last word struck upon him like some chords played out of tune. Still the spell was upon him; he had nought to do but obey.




  ‘We perfectly understand that,’ he replied,‘and therefore need say no more about it You have my promise; indeed, how can it be otherwise with the memory of that awful manifestation before me? And the word of a Charteris is always sufficient But I do think, Le Gautier, that you are pushing this thing too far.’




  ‘Let the depth of my love excuse my impetuosity;’ and again the words struck harshly on the listener’s ears. ‘Surely the excuse is a good one. I am leaving England shortly; and before I go, I must—nay, I will have an answer to the question which affects my happiness so deeply. It is only fair, only just that I should know my fate.’




  Sir Geoffrey speculated feebly what he was to do with a man like this.




  ‘But have a little patience; let me prepare her for your proposal’




  ‘Which you will promise to do, and put off day after day, as a man does who has an unpleasant task to perform. No, Sir Geoffrey; I do not wish to conduct my wooing second-hand. There is no time like the present; my motto is “Now.” I do not ask you to help me; but before I leave this house, it is my intention to speak to your daughter.’




  In sheer desperation, not unmixed with a little irritation, Sir Geoffrey rang the bell, and desired the servant to conduct Le Gautier upstairs. The thing must come sooner or later, he knew; and so long as he was not asked personally to interfere, he did not so much mind, though he was not unconscious of sundry twinges of conscience as his arbitrary visitor disappeared.
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  LE GAUTIER followed the footman into the drawing-room, where Enid was engaged with some visitors—three tall showy-looking girls, with an extremely vivacious mother. Le Gautier stood looking out of one of the windows, and noticed with satisfaction their intention of a speedy exit. For some moments the visitors remained chattering, and then, after a profusion of compliments, accompanied by much laughter, their voluminous skirts were heard switching down the broad staircase. It has often been a matter of speculation as to whether a man can be in love with two women at the same time; but without going into this delicate question, it is possible to imagine a man with a penchant for two women, though the experiment probably would be attended with great hazard and danger. Le Gautier forgot the dark-eyed Marie, as he gazed upon Enid’s fairer charms.




  ‘You have heard nothing of Maxwell?’ he asked after a pause in the desultory conversation. ‘A strange thing he does not write. Many men would imagine that such a thing is not altogether an accident; there are occasions when a little absence from the gaze of man is desirable, Miss Charteris.’




  ‘Many men, as usual, would be wrong,’ Enid answered coldly. ‘You should not shield your want of charity by these generalities, Monsieur le Gautier, though perhaps you have derived benefit from these absences yourself, you seem to understand the subject so thoroughly.




  Enid was angry at his cool insolence, and replied to his want of taste by a little plain language herself; and her random shaft went home.




  ‘You are severe; but really, while sorry for Maxwell, there is something in it which is comforting to me. Can you not guess what I mean?’




  Enid Charteris, though guileless and pure as woman can be, had not mixed with the great world for nothing. She had had suitors enough to know what a proposal was, and above all things she dreaded one from this man. Some instinct told her he would be a dangerous enemy.




  ‘You speak in riddles,’ she said calmly. ‘I have not been educated to the language of diplomacy. Pray, explain yourself.’




  ‘Then I must be more explicit. Maxwell’s absence rids me of a dangerous rival. Now he is away, the path is all the smoother for me. Need I tell you, Miss Charteris—Enid—that I love you? Surely you must have known that for a long time past While another was in the way, I sealed my lips; but I can restrain myself no longer now.’




  ‘It would be affectation not to understand you,’ Enid replied with a calmness that boded ill for Le Gautiers success. ‘I am sorry to hear it. If you are wise, you will not put me to the pain of a refusal.’




  ‘I will take no refusal,’ Le Gautier burst out passionately; ‘for I swear that if you are not mine, you shall wed no other man. Enid, you must, you shall be mine! You may look upon me coldly now, but the time will come when you shall love me well enough.’




  ‘The time will come when I shall—love—you?’ The bitter scorn in these words stung Le Gautier to madness, stirring up a desperate passion in his veins, now that the prize seemed be slipping from his grasp. He fell at her feet on his knees. ‘Hear me!’ he exclaimed passionately—‘only listen to me, Enid. I have vowed that you are the only woman I have chosen—the only girl I could really love. Such love as mine must win a return some day; only, only give me a little chance of hope.’




  ‘If you are a man, you will rise from that absurd position. Who am I, that you should kneel to me? You must take my word for it; and if you have any consideration for my feelings, you will change the subject’




  ‘And this is your absolute and final decision?’




  ‘Yes, it is my absolute and final decision.’




  Le Gautier rose to his feet, pale but smiling, and there was a darkly evil look upon his white set face. When he spoke again his words were cold and incisive. ‘Consider, before you wilfully make an enemy of me.’ He uttered the words with a low sibilation. ‘I have made you I offer—the highest compliment I could pay, and you have scornfully rejected it. The next favour you ask from me you may seek for on your knees.’




  ‘And to what purpose, sir, shall I ask a favour from you?’




  ‘For your father,’ Le Gautier answered quietly, though his tones were deep and earnest. ‘You have guessed that Maxwell has gone away on a dangerous mission. Why should not Sir Geoffrey’s chosen in his turn? And if so, who can save him? I, Hector le Gautier, and no other man.’




  ‘And by whose evil counsel has my poor father been dragged into your infamous Brotherhood?—By yours alone! He would be a happy man now, if he had never known you—’




  ‘On the contrary,’ Le Gautier interrupted, ‘I tried to save him. He has joined on his own wish. You do not credit my words. Go and ask him now if my words are not true, and that, if it is not his dearest wish that you should become my wife.’




  ‘He might think so,’ Enid answered haughtily; ‘but he does not wish it in his heart Monsieur le Gautier, if you are a gentleman, you will cease this discussion. The subject is painful to me.’ She stood there, looking at him coldly and scornfully.




  But her very iciness only served to increase the warmth of his passion. ‘I cannot!’ he exclaimed. ‘I will not cease! For five years, ever since I first met you at Rome, I have never ceased to love you. Bid me do anything in reason; ask me any favour; but to forget you is impossible!’




  ‘I am sorry for you,’ Enid said gently, touched a little by the ring of genuine passion in his voice—‘I am sorry; but it cannot be. I do not break my pledges so lightly, even if I wished to do so.’




  ‘Which you do not,’ Le Gautier bitterly remarked. ‘I do not care. I am desperate now. You despise and scorn me; but I will not be rejected thus. If you will not be my wife for my sake, you must for your father’s and the honour of your house.’ He stopped abruptly, for, standing in the room was Sir Geoffrey, his face pale, and his whole aspect downcast and degraded to a pitiable degree.




  Enid turned to her father eagerly. ‘Did you hear these words?’ she asked. ‘Can it be possible that you—that I—that the honour of our house is in any man’s hands? Can it be your wish, father, that I—I—should form an alliance with Monsieur le Gautier? Speak, and show him how mistaken he can be!’




  But Sir Geoffrey never spoke. His head sank lower upon his breast. For the first time, he realised the sacrifice he had imposed upon his daughter, and so he stood there, an English gentleman no longer, but a poor enfeebled, shamefaced old man.




  A wild feeling of alarm took possession of Enid as she saw this thing.




  ‘Why do you not speak?’ she demanded. ‘What cause have you to hesitate in endorsing my words?’




  Still the baronet never spoke, never raised his head.




  Enid ran swiftly to his side and threw one arm round his shoulder. She could feel the spasm that struck him as he encountered her touch.




  ‘Father,’ she asked in a dull even voice, ‘does your silence mean that he is right?’




  ‘Yes, my dear child; he is right There is no alternative.’




  There is a providence which helps us in such times as these, a numbness of the senses that for a time deadens pain. Enid’s voice was very calm as she turned to Le Gautier, standing there trying to disguise his triumph.




  ‘I do not know what all this means,’ she said. ‘I do not understand whence you derive your power. I cannot think now. For his sake,’ she continued, pointing to her father,’ I consent.’




  Le Gautier sprang forward; but she repelled him with a glance.




  ‘Listen to my conditions,’ she continued. ‘I have said I consent; but I warn you that if there is any loophole for escape from you, I shall take it You are going away, you say. Nothing must be done till your return, and then the contract shall be fulfilled. Now, go.’




  When Lucrece entered the room a few moments later, she found her mistress lying unconscious upon the floor. Looking out of the window, sue saw the slim figure of Le Gautier disappearing in the distance, and smiled. He was smiling, too, as he walked away. Nothing remained now but only the final interview with Marie, and to regain possession of the lost moidore. A few weeks at Warsaw, and then—
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  MAXWELL had been gone a week now, and no tidings of him had reached England, save one letter to say he was in Rome. As Le Gautier turned away from Grosvenor Square, his heart one glow of triumph, he determined that, come what may, the artist should never see England again. When he returned from Warsaw, he calculated that, through Marie St Jean’s assistance, all information concerning the League would be in the hands of the police, freeing him from any further bondage, and throwing all the odium and danger on her. Full of these schemes, he arrived at his lodgings. A telegram was lying on the table. He took it up mechanically, and tore it open. The contents were terse:




  ‘Visci died this morning from heart disease.’




  Le Gautier was wild with rage. Here was a pretty combination, he thought. Nothing now to detain Maxwell in Rome. The victim had fallen by a higher Hand than that of man, and Maxwell was free.




  As a Head Centre of the Order, Le Gautier wielded much power, and even now he did not despair, with the command of nearly all the desperadoes in Rome at his command. He had only to get Maxwell arrested in Rome on some false charge and carried to the mountains; and there—after a little delay and a packed meeting of the League—shot. Desperate men such as Le Gautier, especially with such a prize in their grasp, do not long hesitate over such a trifling matter as a human life, and he trusted to his own good luck and native audacity to pull him through.




  It was getting dark the same night as he dispatched a telegram to Rome, and then turned in the direction of Fitzroy Square. He was as eager now to see Isodore as he had been to encounter Enid in the afternoon, and looked forward not only to a pleasant evening but a remunerative one.




  She did not keep him long waiting in the drawing-room ere she sailed in all smiles and welcome. She was looking radiantly beautiful to-night; there was a deeper flush on her face, and a glitter in her glorious eyes not usually seen there—signs of a loving welcome, Le Gautier imagined in his egotistical way. There was, besides, a warmth in her manner and a gladness in the pressure of her hand which inspired him, and sent an electric thrill coursing through his veins.




  ‘You are looking more transcendently lovely than usual, Marie!’ he exclaimed with a fervour unusual even to him. ‘Every time I see you, there is some additional charm in you to note.’




  ‘It depends upon whether the observing eye is a prejudiced one,’ she replied with a caressing smile, which brought him at once to her side. ‘You say that now, Hector. How long will you continue to think so?’




  ‘As long as I have power to think at all—as long as memory serves me. I shall remember you to the last day of my life.’




  ‘I believe you will,’ Isodore smiled bewilderingly. ‘And yet, strange as it may seem, the time will perhaps come when you will wish you had never seen my face.’




  ‘You are more than usually enigmatical tonight, Marie. You are a puzzle to me. I do not even know who you are. Tell me something about yourself, and why you are living in this solitude here.’




  ‘No; not to-night; but, as I have often promised you, I will tell you some time. I will tell you who I am before you go away; and then, when your curiosity is satisfied, you will leave me.’




  ‘Never!’ Le Gautier exclaimed passionately. ‘Leave you!—the only woman I ever saw that I could really love. Leave you, Marie! How can you entertain the bare idea!’




  He would have approached her nearer, but she waved him gently but firmly aside. The distance she kept him fanned his passion all the more.




  ‘Tell me something about yourself,’ she said. ‘That is a topic which never fails to interest me. How about the League, this Maxwell’s journey? Has he accomplished his mission yet?’




  ‘He is not likely to, now. Visci is dead!—Gracious powers, Marie! what ails you? Are you ill?’




  Isodore uttered a sharp exclamation, and then reeled forward in her chair. Her face was white and drawn, her lips trembled. Gradually her bosom ceased to heave so painfully, and she turned to Le Gautier with a white wan smile, though he could see the fan still trembling in her hands.




  ‘It is nothing,’ she said with an effort ‘I am subject to these attacks of the heart, and any news of sudden death always affects me so.—Do not look distressed; it is past now.’




  ‘There is nothing in the name to cause you any distress?’ Le Gautier asked suspiciously.




  ‘I have heard the name before, if that is what you mean. Tell me all you know of this Carlo Visci.’




  ‘I did not say his name was Carlo,’ Le Gautier observed, somewhat sharply. ‘I can tell you nothing more. When I reached home this afternoon, I had a telegram to say he was dead.’




  ‘And this Maxwell, what of him? I suppose he will return home now?’




  ‘He has been somewhat dilatory in obeying orders. No; he will not return. He will be detained at Rome for the present.’




  ‘Tell me why you hate this Englishman so.’




  Le Gautier started. ‘How do you know I hate him?’ he asked. ‘I have never said so.’




  ‘Not in so many words; but in gesture and look, when you speak of him, your actions are eloquent, my friend. He has crossed your path. Ah, well, I like a good hater. Maxwell will suffer yet’




  ‘Yes,’ Le Gautier exclaimed involuntarily, ‘he will.’




  Isodore rose and walked to the piano, where she sat for a moment striking the chords idly. ‘When do yon go to Warsaw?’ she asked.




  ‘I have six days remaining to me.—Marie, the time has come when we must no longer delay. The pear is ripe now; all my plans are matured. I have only to hold up my hand and the League will vanish.’




  All this time, Isodore played on softly, musingly, the music serving like the accompaniment of a song to force the speaker’s voice. As he stood there, and she answered him, she never ceased to play the soft chords.




  ‘Then you have everything prepared?’




  ‘Yes, everything is ready,’ He drew a low seat to her side, and seated himself there. ‘All the names are made out, the whole plot prepared.’




  ‘And you propose to hand them over to me. It is a great compliment; and I suppose I must take them. I would run greater risks than this for your sake and—my own.’




  She took one hand from the ivory keys and held it out to him. Drawing a packet from his pocket, he gave it to her. She thrust it in her bosom, and ran her fingers over the keys again.




  ‘All is there, I suppose,’ she asked, ‘down to the minutest detail, everything necessary to betray the League and pull it up root and branch? You have taken good care to shield yourself, I presume?’




  ‘Of course.—And now, to talk of more pleasant things. You know I am going away in a few days; and when I return, I shall expect to find myself perfectly free.’




  ‘You may depend upon me. I will do all I can for you.’




  Le Gautier looked up sharply—the words were coldly, sternly uttered, out the quiet placid smile never left her face.




  ‘How strangely you speak! But oh, Marie—my Marie, the only woman I ever loved, you will stand by me now, and help me, for both our sakes! Look at me, and say you will do what I ask!’




  Isodore looked down, smiling brightly. ‘Yes, I will do what you ask,’ she said. ‘And so you really love me?’




  ‘Passionately and sincerely, such as I never expected to love woman yet.’




  ‘I am glad to hear you say that,’ Isodore replied with a thrill of exultation in her voice. ‘I have waited and hoped for the time to come; but never in my wildest dreams did I look for this.’




  ‘With your nobleness and beauty, how could it be otherwise? I should be more than a man—or less—if I looked upon you unmoved.’




  ‘Then, for the first time for years, I am happy.’




  Le Gautier started to his feet rapturously. He did not understand her yet; he thought the soft earnest words all for him. He would have caught her there and then in his eager arms, but again she repulsed him.




  ‘No, no!’ she cried; ‘I have not proved you yet Let things remain as they are till you return again to England.’




  How strange, Le Gautier thought vaguely, that she should use words so similar to those of Enid to a precisely similar plea. Despite his passion, he had not thrown all prudence to the winds.




  ‘You had better leave me now,’ Isodore continued—‘leave me to think and dwell over this thing.’




  ‘But what about my badge of membership? I dare not leave England without that’




  ‘I had almost forgotten it in this interesting conversation. It is not in my possession; it is in Paris. You have a meeting of the League before you go for final instructions. Come to me after that, and you shall have it I am going to Paris to-morrow, and will bring it with me.’




  ‘You are a witch!’ Le Gautier exclaimed with admiration. ‘You seem to know as much as the mysterious Isodore, that princess who never shows herself unless danger besets the League. If she is the wonder men who have seen her say she is, they stand in dire need of her now.’




  ‘Beware how you talk so lightly of her—she has the gift of fernseed. At this very moment she may know of your perfidy.’




  ‘Perfidy is a hard word, my queen, and sounds not prettily.—And now, good-night And you will not fail me?’




  ‘I will not fail you,’ Isodore replied with the stern inflection Le Gautier had noticed before, and marvelled over. ‘I never fail.’




  ‘A woman, and never fail!’




  ‘Not in my promises. If I make a vow or pledge my word, I can wait five years or ten to fulfil it—Good-night And when we meet again, you will not say I have belied my contract’




  When Valerie entered some minutes later, she found Isodore with firm-set face and gleaming eyes. ‘My brother is dead,’ she said quietly. ‘Poor Carlo! And he loved me so at one time. Now, he can never know.’




  ‘Dead!’ Valerie exclaimed. ‘You do not mean to say—’




  ‘That Maxwell killed him?—No. His heart has been failing for years, long before I left Rome; his life was not worth an hour’s purchase. But I have no time to mourn over him now.—Let me see if I can do a little good with my useless occupation. I start for Rome tomorrow.’




  Valerie looked at her friend in stupid astonishment




  ‘I cannot explain to you now. Maxwell is free to return home. As you know, it means destruction to Le Gautier’s plans, if he does. I dared not press him too closely to-night; but Maxwell will be detained in Rome, in all probability by Paulo Lucci, till some charge can a trumped up for his destruction. But Lucci and his band dare not cross me; my power is too great for that. To-morrow, I leave for Rome, and pray heaven that I may not be too late!’
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  CONSUMED by conflicting emotions, and torn by a thousand hopes and fears, Maxwell set out on his journey to Rome. At any hazards, he was determined to commit no crime, and trusted to time and his own native wit to show him a way out of the awful difficulty which lay before him. All the old familiar country he passed through failed to interest him now; he saw nothing but his own fate before his eyes; and the Eternal City, which had once been a place of mystery and delight to him, now looked to his distorted fancy like a tomb, every broken statue an avenging finger, and every fractured column a solemn warning.




  It was night when he arrived and secured apartments—the old ones he had occupied in his student days, the happiest time in his life, he thought now, as every ornament recalled this silent voice or that forgotten memory slumbering in some corner of his brain. He could eat nothing; the very air of the place was oppressive to him; so he put on his hat and walked out into the streets, all alive with the citizens taking their evening walk, and gay with light laughter over flirtations and cigarette smoke. He wandered long and far, so far, that it was late when he returned; and there, lying on the table, was a sealed packet, bearing the device of the Order, and in the corner two crossed daggers. He groaned as he opened it, knowing full well the packet contained the hated ‘instructions,’ as they were called. He tore them open, read them hastily, and then looked out of the window up to the silent stars. And it was Visci, his old friend Carlo Visci, he was sent here—to murder! The whole thing seemed like a ghastly dream. Visci, the truest-hearted friend man ever had; Visci, the handsome genius, whose purse was ever ready for a fellow-creature in need; the man who had sat at his table times out of number; the student who was in his secrets; the man who had saved his life, snatched him from the very jaws of death—from the yellow waters of the Tiber. And this was the friend he was going to stab in the back some dark night! A party of noisy, light-hearted students passed down the street, some English voices amongst them, coming vaguely to Maxwell’s ears, as he sat there looking on the fatal documents, staring him in the face from the table.




  ‘Et tu, Brute!’




  Maxwell looked up swiftly. And there, with one trembling forefinger pointing to the open documents, stood the figure of a man with a look of infinite sorrow on his face, as he gazed mournfully down upon the table. He was young—not more than thirty, perhaps, and his aquiline features bore the marks of much physical suffering. There were something like tears in his eyes now.




  ‘Carlo! is it possible it is you?’ Maxwell cried, springing to his feet




  ‘Yes, Fred, it is I, Carlo Visci, who stand before you. We are well met, old friend; you have not far to seek to do your bidding now. Strike! while I look the other way, for it is your task, I know.’




  ‘As there is a heaven above us, no!’ Maxwell faltered. ‘Never, my friend! Do you think I would have come for this? Listen to me, Visci. You evidently know why I am here; but sure as I am a man, never shall my hand be the one to do you hurt I have sworn it!’




  ‘I had expected something like this,’ Visci replied mournfully. ‘Yes, I know why you came. You had best comply with my request It would be a kindness to me to kill me, as I stand here now.’




  ‘Visci, I swear to you that when I joined the Brotherhood, I was in the blackest ignorance of its secret workings. When I was chosen for this mission, I did not even comprehend what I had to do. Then they told me Visci was a traitor. Even then, I did not know it was you. Standing there in the room, I swore never to harm a hair of your head; and, heaven help me, I never will!’




  ‘Yes, I am a traitor, like you,’ Visci smiled mournfully. ‘Like you, I was deceived by claptrap talk of liberty and freedom; like you, I was allotted to take vengeance on a traitor; and like you, I refused. Better the secret dagger than the crime of fratricide upon one’s soul!’




  ‘Fratricide! I do not understand.’




  ‘I do not understand either. Frederick, the man I was detailed to murder—for it is nothing else—is my only brother.—You start! But the League does not countenance relationships. Flesh and blood and such paltry ties are nothing to the friends of liberty, who are at heart the sternest tyrants that ever the mouth of man execrated.—But what brings you here? You can have only one object in coming here. I have told you before it would be a kindness to end my existence.’




  ‘But why? And yet, when I come to look at you again, you have changed.’




  ‘I have changed,’ Visci echoed mournfully—‘changed in mind and body. My heart is affected, diseased beyond all hope of remedy. I may die now, at any moment; I cannot live four months.’




  They sat down together, and fell to discussing old times when they were happy careless students together, and Maxwell did not fail to notice the painful breathing and quick gasping spasms of his friend, altered almost beyond recognition from the gallant Visci of other days,




  ‘Salvarini advised me to come here. You remember him; he claims to be a true friend of yours,’ Maxwell observed at length. ‘He said it would gain time, and enable me to form my plans.—But tell me how you knew I was in Rome. I have only just arrived.’




  ‘I had a sure warning. It came from the hand of Isodore herself.’




  ‘I have heard much of her; she seems all-powerful. But I thought she was too stern a Leaguer to give you such friendly counsel. Have you ever seen her? I hear she is very beautiful.’




  ‘Beautiful as the stars, I am told, and a noble-hearted woman too. She is a sort of Queen of the League; but she uses her power well, ever erring on the side of mercy. She has a history, report says—the old story of a woman’s trustfulness and a man’s deceit. Poor Isodore! hers is no bed of roses!’




  ‘And she put you on your guard?’ Maxwell asked. ‘Come, there must be some good in a woman like that, though I cannot say I altogether like your picture. I should like to see her.’




  ‘I should not be surprised if you did before many days. She is the one to protect you from violence. With her sanction, you could laugh the mandates of the League to scorn. Had I long to live, I should sue for her protection, and wherever she may be, she would come to me. Even now, if she comes to Rome, see her if you can and lay your case before her.’




  ‘And shield myself behind a woman! That does not sound like the chivalrous Visci of old. She is only a woman, after all.’




  ‘One in a million,’ Visci answered calmly. ‘If she holds out her right hand to you, cling to it as a drowning desperate man does to a rock; it is your only chance of salvation.—And now it is late. I must go.’




  Despite his own better sense, Maxwell began to dwell upon the fact of gaining assistance from the mysterious Isodore. At meetings of the League in London, he had heard her name mentioned, and always with the utmost reverence and affection. If she could not absolutely relieve him from his undertaking, she could at any rate shield him from non-compliance with the mandate. Full of these cheerful thoughts, he fell asleep.




  He found his friend the following morning quite cheerful, but in the daylight the ravages of disease were painfully apparent. The dark rings under the eyes and the thin features bespoke nights of racking pain and broken rest.




  Visci noticed this and smiled gently. ‘Yes, I am changed,’ he said. ‘Sometimes, after a bad night, I hardly know myself. It is cruel, weary work lying awake hour after hour fighting with the grim King. But I have been singularly free from pain lately, and I am looking much better than I have been.’




  ‘There might be a chance yet,’ Maxwell replied with a cheerfulness wholly assumed, and thinking that this ‘looking better’ was the nearest approach to death he had ever seen. ‘An absence from Rome, a change of climate, has done wonders for people before now.’




  Visci shook his head. ‘Not when the mainspring of life is broken,’ he said: ‘no human ingenuity, no miracle of surgery can mend that. Maxwell, if they had deferred their vengeance long, they would have been too late. Some inward monitor tells me I shall fail them yet’




  ‘You will for me, Visci, you may depend upon that. Time is no object to me.’




  ‘And if I should die and disappoint you of your revenge, how mad you would be!’ Visci laughed. ‘It is a dreadful tragedy to me; it is a very serious thing for you; and yet there is a comic side to it, as there is in all things. Ah me! I cannot see the droll side of life as I used; but when the bloodthirsty murderer sits down with his victim tête-à-tête, discussing the crime, there is something laughable in it after all.’




  ‘I daresay there is,’ Maxwell answered grimly, ‘though I am dense enough not to notice it. To me, there is something horribly, repulsively tragic about it, even to hear you discussing death in that light way.’




  ‘Familiarity breeds contempt Is not that one of your English proverbs?’ Visci said airily.—‘But, my good Frederick,’ he continued, lowering his voice to a solemn key, the white horseman will not find me unprepared, when he steals upon me, as he might at any moment. I am ready. I do not make a parade of my religion, but I have tried to do what is right and honest and honourable. I have faced death so often, that I treat him lightly at times. But never fear that when he comes to me for the last time—’




  Maxwell pressed his friend’s hand in silent sympathy. ‘You always were a good fellow, Visci,’ he said; ‘and if this hour must come so speedily, tell me is there anything I can do for you when—when—’




  ‘I am dead? No reason to hesitate over the word. No, Maxwell; my house is in order. I have no friends besides my brother; and he, I hope, is far beyond the vengeance of the League now.’




  ‘Then there is nothing I can do for you in any way?’




  ‘No, I think not. But you are my principal care now; your life is far more important than mine. I have written to Isodore, laying a statement of all the facts before her; and if she is the woman I take her for, she is sure to lose no time in getting here. Once under her protection, you are safe; there will be no further cause for alarm.’




  ‘But it seems rather unmanly,’ Maxwell urged.




  ‘Unmanly!’ echoed Visci scornfully. ‘What has manliness to do with fighting cowardly vendette in the dark? You must, you shall do it I’ he continued vehemently; but the exertion was too much for him, and he swayed forward over the table as if he would fall. Presently, a little colour crept into the pallid face, and he continued: ‘You see, even that is too much for me. Maxwell, if you contradict me and get me angry, my blood will be upon your head after all. Now, do listen to reason.’




  ‘If my want of common-sense hurts you as much as that, certainly. But I do not see how this mysterious princess can help me.’




  ‘Listen to me,’ Visci said solemnly. Then he laid all his schemes before the other—his elaborate plans for his friend’s safety, designs whose pure sacrifice of self were absolutely touching.




  Maxwell began to take heart again. ‘You are very good,’ he said gratefully, ‘to take all this infinite pains for me.’




  ‘In a like strait you would do the same for me, Fred.’




  ‘Yes,’ Maxwell answered simply. ‘How Salvarini’s words come back to me now! Do you remember, when I wanted to throw my insignia out of the window that evening, the last we all spent together?’




  ‘I recollect It was two days before little Genevieve disappeared,’ Visci answered sadly.—‘Do you know, I have never discovered any trace of her or Lucrece. Poor child, poor little girl! I wonder where she is now.’




  ‘Perhaps you may see her again some day.’




  ‘It has long been my dearest wish; but it will never be fulfilled now. If ever you do see her once more, say that I—’




  ‘Visci!’




  As the last words fell from the Italian’s lips, his head hung forward, and he fell from hid chair. For a moment he lay motionless, then raised his face slightly and smiled. A thin stream of blood trickled down his fair beard, staining it scarlet He lay quietly on Maxwell’s shoulder.




  ‘Do not be alarmed,’ he said faintly. ‘It has come at last—There are tears in your eyes, Fred. Do not weep for me. Do not forget Carlo Visci, when you see old friends; and when you meet little Genevieve, tell her I forgave her, and to the last loved and grieved for her.—Good-bye, old friend. Take hold of my hand. Let me look in your honest face once more. It is not hard to die, Fred. Tell them that my last words—Jesu, mercy!’




  ‘Speak to me, Carlo—speak to me I’




  Never again on this side of the grave. And so the noble-hearted Italian died; and on the third day they buried him in a simple grave under the murmuring pines.




  No call to remain longer now. One last solitary evening ramble, Maxwell took outside the city wall ere his departure. As he walked along wrapped in his own sad thoughts, he did not heed that his footsteps were being dogged. Then with a sudden instinct of danger, he turned round. The feet that followed stopped. ‘Who is there?’ he cried.




  A muffled figure came towards him, and another stealthily from behind. A crash, a blow, a fierce struggle for a moment, a man’s cry for help borne idly on the breeze, a mist rising before the eyes, a thousand stars dancing and tumbling, then deep, sleepy unconsciousness.
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  WHEN Maxwell came to himself, it was broad daylight. He was lying upon a straw mattress in a small room, containing no furniture besides the rude bed; and as he looked up, he could see the rafters, black with dirt and the smoke of ages. The place was partly a house, partly a hut Gradually, as recollection came back to him, he remembered the events of the previous night, wondering vaguely why he had been selected as a victim for attack, and what brought him here. By the clear sound of voices and the rush of water, he judged himself to be in the country. He had no consciousness of fear, so he rose, and throwing open the heavy door, looked out. Towering away above his head were the snow-capped peaks of mountains, and below him the spreading valley of the Campagna. Wood upon wood was piled up before him, all aglow with bright sunlight, the green leaves whispering and trembling in the breeze. The hut was built on a long rocky plateau, approached by a narrow winding path, and ending in a steep precipice of two hundred feet, and backed up behind by almost perpendicular rocks, fringed and crowned by trees. In spite of his position, Maxwell drew a long breath of delight; the perfect beauty of the scene thrilled him, and appealed to his artistic soul and love of the beautiful. For some time he gazed upon the panorama, perfectly oblivious to his position, till gradually the sound of voices borne upon the wind came to his ears. He walked to the side of the hut and looked around.




  Seated upon the short springy turf, in every picturesque and comfortable position the ingenuity of each could contrive, were four men, evidently, to Maxwell’s experienced eye, banditti They seemed peacefully inclined now, as they lounged there in the bright sunshine smoking, and renewing the everlasting papilito, without which no such gentry are complete, either in the pages of fiction or as portrayed upon the modern stage. With the exception of one, evidently the leader, there was nothing gorgeous in their costume, it being the usual attire of the mountaineers; but the long carbines lying by their sides and the short daggers in their waistbands spoke of their occupation. Maxwell began to scent an adventure and enjoy the feeling; it would only mean the outlay of a few pounds, a little captivity; but when he approached nearer, and saw each bearing on some part of his person the gold moidore, his heart beat a trifle faster as he stepped forward and confronted the group.




  ‘What is the meaning of this?’ he asked, in the best Italian at his command. ‘I suppose it is merely a question of ransom. But it is useless to put the figure too high. Come, what is the amount?’




  The brigands looked to each other in admiration of this coolness. Presently, the leader removed his cigarette from his mouth and spoke:




  ‘You have your watch, signor, and papers; you have your rings and purse. It is not our rule to forget these with an ordinary prisoner.’




  Maxwell felt in his pocket, and, surely enough, his valuables were perfectly safe—nothing missing, even to his sketch-book. For the first time, he began to experience a sensation of fear. ‘Then, if plunder is not your object, why am I detained?’




  ‘Plunder is not a nice word to ears polite, signor,’ the leader replied with a dark scowl. ‘You are detained by orders. To hear, with us, is to obey. You will remain here during our pleasure.’




  ‘But suppose I refuse to remain?’




  Without rising, the brigand turned on his side and pointed towards the sheer precipice, and then to the wall behind; with a gesture he indicated the narrow winding path, the only means of exit, and smiled ironically. ‘You may go; there is nothing to prevent you,’ he said; ‘but before you were half-way down the path yonder, you would be the target for a score of bullets, and we do not often fail’




  Maxwell was considerably impressed by this cool display; and indeed, when he considered the matter calmly, there appeared no prospect of immediate escape. Remonstrances or threats would be equally unavailing, and he determined to make the best of his position.




  ‘Perhaps you would not mind telling me why I am here, and by whose orders you have arrested me. It would be some slight consolation to know how long I am to stay. I am anxious to know this,’ he continued, ‘because I am afraid your mountain air, exhilarating as it is, will not suit me.’




  The group burst into loud laughter at this little humour: it was a kind of wit they were in a position to appreciate.




  ‘It is impossible to say, signor. We only obey orders; we can only wait for further instructions as regards your welfare—or otherwise. We were told to bring one Maxwell here, and lo! we have done it.’




  ‘I see you are brothers of the League,’ Maxwell replied; ‘and for some act of omission or commission I am detained here. You can at least tell me by whose orders you do this.’




  ‘Signor, they say you are a traitor to our Order.’




  ‘That I am not!’ Maxwell cried indignantly. ‘Tell me why I am here, and at whose orders. There is some mistake here.’




  ‘Not on our part, signor. The instructions came from London. I only received them last night You will be well treated here, provided you do not make any attempts to escape. For the time, you are our guest, and as such, the best I have is at your disposal. If orders come to release you, we shall conduct you to Rome. We shall do everything in our power to serve you. If, on the other hand, you are tried in the balance and found wanting, we shall not fail to do our duty.’ He said these last words sternly, in contrast to the polite, grave manner with which he uttered the first part of his speech.




  Maxwell had perception enough to comprehend his meaning. ‘You mean that I should have to die,’ he observed. ‘I suppose it would be a matter of the utmost indifference to you, either way?’




  ‘As a matter of duty, signor, yes,’ he answered gravely; ‘though I do not wish to see a brave man die; but if the mandate came to that effect, I must obey. There is no refusing the word of the League.’




  ‘Then I really am a prisoner of the League,’ Maxwell returned bitterly. ‘Well, the cause of liberty must be in a bad way, when the very members of the League treat brothers as I have been treated.’




  ‘Ah, it is a fine word liberty,‘the brigand chief replied sardonically. ‘It is a good phrase to put into men’s mouths; but there can be no freedom where the shadow of the sword dwells upon the land. Even Italy herself has suffered, as she will again. Perfect liberty and perfect freedom can only be founded upon the doctrine of universal love.’




  By this time, Maxwell and the chief had drawn a little aside from the others. The artist looked in his companion’s face, and noted the air of sorrow there. It was a fine manly countenance, haughty and handsome, though the dark eyes were somewhat sombre now. Maxwell, with his cosmopolitan instinct, was drawn towards this man, who had a history written on his brow. ‘You, too, have suffered,’ he said gently.




  ‘Suffered!’ the brigand echoed. ‘Yes, Englishman, I have suffered, and not more from the Austrian yoke than the cruelties of my own countrymen. There will be no true liberty here while a stiletto remains in an Italian’s belt.’




  ‘I suppose not,’ Maxwell mused. ‘These Societies seem to me a gigantic farce. Would that I had remained quietly at home, and let empires manage their own affairs. And Salvarini warned me too.’




  ‘Salvarini! What do you know of him?’ the chief exclaimed.




  ‘Nothing but what is good and noble, everything to make one proud to call him friend.—Do you know him too?’




  ‘He is my brother,’ the chief replied quietly.—‘You look surprised to find that a relative of Luigi should pursue such a profession as mine. Yes, he is my brother—the brother of an outlaw, upon whose head a price has been put by the state. I am known to men as Paulo Lucci’




  Maxwell started. The man sitting calmly by his side was the most famous and daring bandit chief of his time. Provinces rang with his fame, and the stories of his dashing exploits resounded far and near. Even away in the distant Apennines, the villagers sat round the winter firesides and discoursed of this man with bated breath, and children trembled in their beds at the mere thought of his name. He laughed scornfully now as he noted Maxwell’s startled look.




  ‘I am so very terrible,’ he continued,‘that my very name strikes terror to you! Bah! you have been listening to the old women’s tales of my atrocities, about the tortures my victims undergo, and the thousand-and-one lies people are fond of telling about me. I can understand Luigi did not tell you I was his brother! I am not a relative to be proud of—’




  ‘He is in total ignorance of your identity. That I do know.—I wonder at you choosing such a life,’ Maxwell put in boldly. ‘With your daring, you would have made fame as a soldier; any path of life you had chosen would have brought you honour; but now—’




  ‘But now I am an outlaw,’ Paulo Salvarini interrupted. ‘And why? If you will listen, I will tell you my story in a few word.’




  Maxwell threw himself upon the grass by the other’s side and composed himself to listen.




  ‘If you will look below you,’ the chief commenced, and pointing with his finger across the distant landscape, ‘you will see the sun shining upon a house-top. I can see the light reflected from it now. That house was once my home. I like sometimes to sit here and think of those days when Gillana and I were happy there—that is ten years ago now. I had done my best for my country; I had fought for her, and I retired to this peaceful spot with the woman of my heart, to live in peace, as I hoped, for the rest of my life. But the fiend of Liberty was abroad. My wife’s father, an aged man, was accused of complicity in political crimes, and one day, when I was absent, they came to arrest him. My wife clung to him, and one of the brutal soldiery struck her down with the butt of his rifle; I came in time to see that, for my blood was on fire, and I did not hesitate. You can understand the rest. My wife was killed, actually murdered by that foul blow. But I had my revenge. When I crossed the threshold of my house, on my flight to the mountains, I left three dead behind me, and another, the officer, wounded sore. He recovered, I afterwards heard; but some day we shall meet.’




  He stopped abruptly, shaking in every limb from the violence of his emotion, his sombre eyes turned towards the spot where the sun shone upon the roof-tops of what was once a peaceful homestead.




  ‘Luigi can only guess at this,’ the speaker continued. ‘To him I have been dead for years; indeed, I do not know what makes me tell you now, only that you surprised me, and I like to hear a little news of him.’




  ‘I have heard this history before,’ Maxwell observed. ‘It is five years ago now; but I am not likely to forget it Still, you cannot enjoy this life. It is wild and exciting, no doubt; but your companions—’




  ‘I live for revenge,’ Salvarini exclaimed sternly. ‘I am waiting to meet the brutal officer who ordered his follower to strike down my wife. I have waited long; but the time will come at length, and then, heaven help the man called Hector le Gautier!’




  ‘Le Gautier!’ Maxwell exclaimed. ‘He, an Italian officer! Why, he is at present Head Centre of the Brotherhood in London. He and your brethren are bosom friends. He was even present at the time when Luigi told us your sad history. Surely he cannot know; and yet I trusted him too. Signor Salvarini, you bewilder me.’




  The outlaw laughed loud and long; but the mirth was strained, and jarred harshly upon the listener. ‘And that fiend is a friend of Luigi’s! Strange things happen in these times. Beware, Signor Maxwell—beware of that man, for he will work you mischief yet It was by his orders you were arrested. He knows me by name, and as one of the Brotherhood only, so I did his bidding.’




  ‘Strange! And yet I have done him no harm.’




  ‘Not that you are aware of, perhaps. Still, no doubt you have crossed his path in some way. If I have a command in the morning to lead you out yonder to face a dozen rifles, I shall not be surprised.’




  ‘And you would countenance such murder?’




  ‘This morning, yes. Now, I am doubtful. You are my brothers friend; I am le Gautier’s enemy; I do not wish to help him.’




  Three days passed uneventfully by, at the end of which time Maxwell had become a great favourite with the outlaw band. Following the lead of their chief, they treated him with every kindness; nor was he in his turn inclined to resent his captivity or chafe at this delay. His chief fear was for Enid; for Paulo Salvarini, though he was inclined to allow his prisoner every latitude, was firm upon the point of communication with the outer world; for, as he pointed out, he might after all be guilty of some great treachery to the League, and in that case must be answerable for anything that happened.




  So the days passed on in that quiet spot, no further news coming to him till the morning of the fourth day. Then he was sitting at the door of his hut, watching the sunrise glowing on the distant hills, when Salvarini approached him, his face perturbed, and his whole manner, agitated. ‘You are in danger,’ he whispered. ‘The orders have come, and you are proclaimed traitor. The men are mad against you, and declare you shall be brought out for instant execution. Ah! you have only seen the best side of their character; you have not seen them hungry for blood.’




  ‘Do they want to murder me?’ Maxwell exclaimed. ‘Cannot you—’




  ‘I am powerless now,’ Salvarini interrupted. ‘I will do what I can; but I fear nothing can save you now.’




  ‘Do not be afraid,’ said a calm voice behind. ‘I shall save him!’




  ‘Isodore!’




  ‘Yes, Paulo Lucci; it is I.’




  Maxwell looked up, and saw the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his life. For a moment he could only gaze in rapt astonishment This, then, was the Empress of the League—the woman Visci had mentioned, whose lightest word could free his feet and clear his path for ever.




  ‘You have come in time,’ Salvarini said with a low obeisance. ‘An hour hence and our prisoner would have been no more.’




  ‘I am always in time,’ Isodore replied quietly.—‘I have come to deliver you from a great danger,’ she continued, turning to Maxwell. ‘Come; we must be in Rome at once, and away, or we may yet be too late. Hark! Are the wolves clamouring for their prey already? We shall see.’




  It was light now, and from the plateau beyond came the hoarse yells and cries for revenge from the brigands. On they came towards the hut, clamouring for blood, and mad with the heat of passion. They rushed in, seized Maxwell, and led him out on to the level grass, while six of the party stepped back a few paces and cocked their rifles. The whole thing was so sudden that Lucci and Isodore were totally unprepared to resist But the girl roused herself now, and quitting the hut, swept across the open space and placed herself in front of Maxwell.




  ‘Drop your arms!’ she cried. ‘Are you mad, that you do this thing? Ground your rifles, or you shall pay dearly for this indignity.’




  Appalled by her gestures and the dignity of her voice, the desperadoes hesitated for a moment, and then one, more daring than the rest, raised his carbine to the shoulder, standing in the act of firing.




  ‘You may fire,’ Isodore cried. ‘Fire! and every hair of my head shall be avenged for by a life! Fire! and then pray for the mercy of heaven, for you shall not meet with any from the hand of man!’




  The desperate men were amazed by this beauty and daring, the audacity of which appealed to their rude instinct One by one they dropped their firearms, and stood looking sullenly in the direction of the scornful woman, standing there without a particle of fear in her eyes.




  ‘Who are you,’ cried one bolder than the rest—‘who are you, that come between us and justice?’




  They all took up the cry, and bade her stand aside.




  ‘If she falls, I fall!’ Lucci exclaimed in a firm steady voice. ‘Go on your knees, and ask for pardon.—Madam,’ he continued, falling upon one knee,’ I did not think my followers would have shown such scant courtesy to Isodore.’




  At the very mention of her name, a change came over the mutineers. One by one they dropped their firearms, and came forward humbly to implore her forgiveness for their rashness, but she waved them aside.




  Long and earnestly the three talked together, listening to the revelation of Le Gautier’s treachery, and how the final act was about to be played over there in England: how Le Gautier had confessed his treachery, and how, out of his own mouth, he was going to be convicted. Silently and slowly they wound their way down the mountain path, under Lucci’s guidance, out on to the plains, beyond which the sun lighted upon the house-tops of distant Rome. When they had got so far, Isodore held out her hand to the guide.




  ‘Good-bye. It will not be safe for you to come any farther,’ she said. ‘Rest assured, in the general reckoning your account shall not be forgotten.’




  ‘It will not,’ Lucci answered sternly. ‘I shall see to that myself. By the time you reach England, I shall be there too.—Nay, do not strive to dissuade me. I do not take my revenge from another hand. I shall run a great risk; but, mark me, when the time comes, I shall be there!’




  Without another word he disappeared; and Isodore and Maxwell walked on towards the Eternal City both wrapped in their own thoughts. Mile after mile passed on thus, ere Maxwell broke the silence.




  ‘Do you think he will keep his word?’ he said half timidly.




  ‘Who, Lucci? Yes; he will keep his word; nothing but death will prevent that.—And now, you and I must get back to England without a moment’s loss of time.’




  ‘I cannot say how grateful I am,’ Maxwell said earnestly. ‘If it had not been for your bravery and courage—’ He stopped and shuddered; the contemplation of what might have been was horrible.




  Isodore smiled a little unsteadily in answer to these words. ‘I owe you a debt of gratitude,’ she replied. ‘My memory serves me well. I was not going to allow you to die, when you would have perished rather than raise a hand against Carlo Visci.’




  ‘Indeed, you only do me justice. I would have died first.’




  ‘I know it; and I thank you for your kindness to him at the last. You were with him when he died. Things could not have been better. He was always fond of you. For that, I am grateful.’




  ‘But I do not understand,’ Maxwell faltered. ‘He did not know you except by reputation.’




  ‘I think you are mistaken. Am I so changed that you do not recognise your friend Genevieve?’




  ‘Genevieve! You? Am I dreaming?’




  ‘Yes; I am Genevieve; though much changed and altered from those happy old days when you used to come to the Villa Mattio. You wonder why I am here now—why I left my home. Cannot you guess that Le Gautier was at the bottom of it?’




  ‘But he professed not to know you; he—’




  ‘Yes, he professed to be a friend of yours. But until I give you permission to speak, not a word that Isodore and Genevieve are one and the same.’




  ‘My lips are sealed. I leave everything in your hands.’




  ‘And cannot you guess why you have incurred Le Gautier’s enmity!—No? Simply, because he aspires to the hand of Enid Charteris.—You need not start,’ Isodore continued, laying her hand upon the listener’s arm. ‘You have no cause for anxiety. It will never be!’




  ‘Never, while I can prevent it!’ Maxwell cried warmly.




  ‘It is impossible. He has a wife already.’




  Only tarrying for one mournful hour to visit the cemetery where lay Carlo Visci’s quiet grave, Isodore and Maxwell made their way, but not together, to England, as fast as steam could carry them.
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  ‘YOU wished to see me?’




  ‘Yes; if you will be so good as to sit down and listen to me.’




  Enid stood looking at her mysterious visitor in some perplexity. There was something almost weird about the strange woman’s beauty; but in obedience, she seated herself to listen.




  ‘I have a strange story to tell,’ Isodore commenced. ‘For a long while now I have been watching over your welfare. Do not think me personal or rude in any questions I may ask. Believe me, I do not for one moment wish to pain you; indeed, on the other hand, I wish to do you a great service.’




  Enid inclined her head gently. ‘Perhaps it will be as well to have as perfect confidence between us as possible. You already know my name. Will you be so good as to tell me to whom I owe this visit?’




  ‘My name is Isodore.’




  Enid looked at her visitor in interest and admiration. This, then, was the beautiful mystery about whom Maxwell had often spoken, the princess to whom the fatal Brotherhood owed allegiance. Then she grew frigid. Had it not been for her and such as her, Frederick would have been with her now.




  ‘You misjudge me,’ Isodore continued sadly, for she had read the other’s thoughts as easily as an open book. ‘Believe me, had I known, Mr Maxwell would never have been sent to Rome. But if I am to continue, I must have your confidence. What if I tell you your lover is in England now?’




  ‘In England, and never came to see me!’ Enid exclaimed with a little gasp. ‘Impossible! He would surely have written.’




  ‘Nevertheless, it is perfectly true, though he only arrived yesterday. He would have come to you, or written, had I not forbidden him.’




  ‘Forbidden him,’ Enid echoed haughtily. ‘And why?’




  ‘Because things were not ready,’ Isodore replied calmly. ‘I did not take a journey to Rome at the hazard of my life, to rescue him from a great danger, to have my plans upset at the last moment If it had not been for me, Mr Maxwell would not be alive now.’ Isodore could not restrain herself sufficiently to conceal this touch of womanly feeling.




  Enid’s face softened strangely. ‘I have heard of you. Forgive me, if I seem cold, but I have been severely tried lately,’ she said. ‘You do not know what a load you have taken off my mind; and yet, perhaps—’ She stopped abruptly; her thoughts turned in the direction of Le Gautier, and wondering how she could face her lover now.




  ‘And yet,’ Isodore replied—‘and yet you would see a way out of the difficulty into which the miserable schemes of Le Gautier have placed you? Do I speak plainly, or shall I be more explicit?’




  The random shot went home; Enid’s face flashed crimson to the fair curls lying on her forehead. ‘You speak plainly enough,’ she faltered. ‘You need say no more. I am dazed and bewildered by your wonderful knowledge.’




  ‘It will be clear enough presently. The clouds are dark now; but I see rays of light here and there. Do you study spiritualism?’




  ‘No,’ Enid answered, puzzled by the abruptness and inconsequence of the question. ‘I cannot say that I have. But why?’




  ‘If your father is in the house, I shall be glad to see him. Will you be good enough to ascertain if he can be seen?’




  ‘If I tell him he is wanted on supernatural affairs, he will come.’ Enid smiled as she rang the bell ‘It is his craze.’




  After a little pause, the baronet entered the room, and, like his daughter, stood enthralled by the visitor’s perfect beauty. He bowed low; in spite of his age, he was a lover of the beautiful still. He looked up admiringly in the perfect eyes, and waited for her to speak.




  ‘Sir Geoffrey, you are a swindled, deluded man!’




  ‘Bless me!’ the startled baronet exclaimed at this unceremonious opening. ‘Swindled, deluded, I? Who by? Impossible!’




  ‘By the conjurer, Le Gautier.’




  Sir Geoffrey stared in open-mouthed amazement; even the breeding of the Charterises did not rise to this occasion. Enid’s heart gave one leap, and then began to beat violently. She was conscious of some coming revelations of the deepest interest to her, and waited with impatience for Isodore to speak.




  ‘Some time ago, you went to a house near Paddington. You will please correct me if I am in error, Sir Geoffrey. During your presence there you saw several startling manifestations: you were commanded to do certain things, one of which affected deeply your daughter’s happiness, and which, by some happy accident, were equally acceptable to Le Gautier. Am I right?’




  ‘Perfectly,’ the baronet gasped. ‘And I need not say they will be carried out to the letter. I believe—’




  ‘They were a common, vulgar, barefaced swindle!’




  ‘I beg your pardon,’ Sir Geoffrey interposed politely, ready to do battle in defence of his pet scheme. ‘I cannot agree with you. Le Gautier—’




  ‘Is a low adventurer. I am not talking idly; I can prove every word I say. This very morning, I was at Paddington, and saw the manifestation room, or whatever you may choose to call it. At the back of the room is a large mirror; over the window is another. Preparations for the manufacture of visions to suit any taste were manifest. And one thing in conclusion: the girl who personated your better self and your dead brother, who never was married, is at present under your roof. She is Linda Despard, the girl who met with the accident in Piccadilly.’




  Sir Geoffrey began to feel uncomfortable, and moreover experienced a twinge of common-sense.




  There was something so horribly realistic about the beautiful stranger’s story, that it shook his faith to its foundation. ‘But really, such an extraordinary tale,’ he stammered, ‘and everything appeared so real. I cannot doubt, the likeness to my brother was so perfect Am I mad that I should believe this?’




  ‘If you will excuse me for a moment and permit me to see this Linda Despard, I will introduce you to your brother in a few moments.—Miss Charteris, have I your permission?’




  ‘You have my permission to do anything which will clear up the wretched mystery,’ Enid cried passionately. ‘Even now, I am totally at a loss to know what you are speaking of. Go! Do anything you may desire, so that we can have a little quietness hereafter.’




  Without another word, Isodore vanished, leaving Sir Geoffrey pacing the drawing-room in great perturbation and casting uneasy glances in Enid’s direction. He was not convinced yet, but his doubts were troublesome. ‘It is all nonsense,’ he exclaimed. ‘I saw with my own eyes’




  ‘Your brother, Sir Geoffrey.’ The baronet looked up, and there, standing in the doorway, saw Isodore, holding by the hand a figure dressed in a slouch-hat and enveloped in a cloak. For a moment, he staggered back in amazement: it was the lost Ughtred to the life!




  ‘This is the long-lost brother,’ Isodore continued.—‘Linda, throw your hat away, and tell Sir Geoffrey the tale you told Lucrece.—Listen, Sir Geoffrey, and you will hear something entertaining, and Miss Charteris something that will restore the bloom to her cheeks.’




  Linda Despard pushed her hat aside, and stood, half-boldly, half-timidly, before the startled baronet There were tears in her eyes as she looked at Enid.




  ‘But what can this possibly have to do with Le Gautier?’ Sir Geoffrey demanded.




  Isodore waved him aside haughtily. ‘Much, if you will have patience,’ she said.—‘Linda, you had best commence. We are trifling.’




  There was an air of command in these words there was no disputing. Enid sank into a chair, pale but collected, the baronet standing behind her, looking anything but comfortable. Lucrece took up her place beside her mistress. Isodore stood through the interview.




  ‘Well, I will do anything to help that angel of mercy who has been so good and kind to me!’ the actress commenced, with a grateful glance at Enid. ‘I tried to do her a great injury; but, thank heaven, I am not too late to save her yet. I am much to blame; but this is a hard world, and there are times when a few shillings are a godsend to me. It is not a long story. Lucrece here, and Isodore, knew my husband, and how he used to treat me, beating, half-starving me, and taking all my earnings to spend at the cafés. Well, I put up with that life as long as I could; and then, after one awful night, I left him. I came to England, and brought my boy with me. After some hardships, I contrived to get a situation in a London theatre under a new name. It was only a small part, for my imperfect English was against me. One night, some months ago, as I was coming out of the theatre, I met Le Gautier. I had known him in better days, and though I was not ignorant of his character, it was pleasant to hear the old familiar tongue again. It appeared he had been in the theatre, and recognised me, and waited to say a few words as I came out. Time went on, and he was really kind to me. Through his influence I obtained a rise of salary, and I was grateful. What he really wanted with me you shall hear presently.’




  The narrator paused a moment here, and looked round in the eager faces. Every sound could be heard distinctly—the ticking of the clocks, and Sir Geoffrey’s heavy breathing.




  ‘One night he came to my lodgings,’ the speaker resumed, ‘and then he asked me if I had forgotten the old spiritualism tricks. I must tell you that once on a time I travelled the continent with a company that played ghostly pieces, such, for instance, as translations of Dickens’ Christmas Carol, a simple thing, a mere optical illusion, what you call Pepper’s Ghost. I told him I thought I could remember, and then he made a proposal to me. I never hesitated; the pay was too good for that. I was to meet Le Gautier at a house near Paddington one night, and go through the old tricks for a gentleman deeply interested in spiritualism. I learnt my lesson well I was first to personate the better self of the spectator, and afterwards the spirit of his brother.’




  ‘Ah!’ Sir Geoffrey exclaimed. ‘Go on!’




  ‘I interest you now. I thought I should. I knew at the time, to my shame let me confess it, from the things I had to say, that the spectator was to be got into Le Gautiers power. Well, the night came; the simple apparatus was fixed; everything promised well. I was a bit nervous, for I was out of practice, and I wanted to see what sort of a man the victim was. While they were at dinner, I looked into the room, and there I saw the gentleman whom I now know to be Sir Geoffrey Charteris. When I saw your credulous face,’ the narrator continued, addressing the baronet, ‘I was no longer afraid. Presently, when it became dark and they sat over their wine, I listened till a word agreed upon was uttered by Le Gautier, and I commenced. First, there was some music, sounding strangely enough in the room, but not to me, for I played it. That was simple to an unbeliever with ordinary nerves; then came flashes of light, also easy enough; and when I deemed I had created a sufficient sense of fear, I entered the room. It was quite dark by that time, and I was dressed from head to foot in close garments. I touched Sir Geoffrey on the face and whispered in his ear; and once when he showed signs of unbelief, I clutched him by the throat and nearly strangled him.—Sir Geoffrey, if I make a mistake in a single particular, correct me.’




  ‘You are perfectly correct,’ the baronet answered, flushing scarlet. ‘Pray, continue. You do not know what the suspense is to me.’




  ‘Had you been quick and strong of nerve, you would have found it out then, for, as it was, you grasped my arm, covered in wet eel-skins, a creepy thing to touch in the dark, even if you know what it is. That was the first part of the performance, and then the real business commenced in earnest Le Gautier led you to a room at the back of the house, a room draped in black cloth, and seated you in a certain spot, daring you to move at your peril. I wonder I did not laugh at this; I did once or twice, I know, so that I had to finish with an hysterical scream, which had the advantage of relieving me and heightening the effect Well, the jugglery commenced—the meanest trickery, hardly sufficient to deceive a child. It was easy enough, to work it under cover of the incense and smoke; for behind your chair, Sir Geoffrey, the curtains were pulled back and a mirror exposed. I stood upon a pedestal in the window, behind another mirror. The illusion is perfect, and all I had to do was to ask and answer questions. I got through the first part of the performance well enough; but when I had to personate Sir Geoffrey’s brother, the case was different. Had you, sir, been calm and collected, you must have discovered. I personated the spirit of your brother, desiring penance for some fancied wrong done to my children; and to heighten the effect, two ragged little boys were introduced to personate the dead man’s starving and abandoned family. Frightened almost to death by the fear of being haunted. Sir Geoffrey, you promised me anything. You promised to join some League, the-meaning of which I do not know, to carry out your dead brother’s work; and last, but not least, that my good angel and preserver there should become Le Gautier’s wife. The illusion was perfect, and a little of Le Gautier’s matchless ventriloquism completed it—And now,’ the speaker continued, running forward and falling at Enid’s feet,‘let me implore your forgiveness! My benefactress, how grateful I am that I have been able to serve you!’




  ‘I have nothing to forgive,’ Enid replied. ‘You have taken far too great a load on my mind for me to reproach you now.’




  ‘But the whole thing is inexplicable to me,’ Sir Geoffrey exclaimed. ‘How did you manage to impersonate my late brother so accurately?’




  Linda Despard smiled and pointed to a photograph album. ‘Easy enough with plenty of these about. What simpler than to abstract a likeness from one of these books and give it me! With my theatrical training and knowledge of makeup, the task was nothing.’




  ‘I am all the more astonished,’ Isodore remarked, ‘that the audacity of the command relating to Miss Enid did not open your eyes.’




  ‘But you understand Le Gautier professed to know nothing of what had taken place,’ Sir Geoffrey explained. ‘I even had to broach the subject to him. He never by any chance alluded to it’




  ‘Such cunning as his always proves too deep for simple honesty. I need not ask if you believe what you have heard, Sir Geoffrey?’




  ‘Indeed, I do.—Enid, my child, come and kiss me, and say you forgive your foolish old father. Take me away into the country, where people cannot find me. I am not fit to mix with men of sense; and, O Enid, as soon as it is convenient, tell Varley to go into the library and pick out all the works he can find on spiritualism and burn them.’




  ‘You are sure you have forgiven me?’ Linda Despard asked Enid timidly.




  ‘From the bottom of my heart You have done me a service to-day which I cannot forget, or indeed ever repay.—And to you, Isodore, if I may call you so, I am grateful. You will pardon me if I seemed harsh or hard when you came here, but I have distrusted every one of late.’




  ‘You have no cause to thank me,’ Isodore replied simply. ‘I am afraid I must confess that it is not entirely upon your behalf I have done this thing.’




  ‘I care not for that I shall always remember you with gratitude.’




  Isodore turned quickly from the window. ‘Le Gautier is coming up the steps,’ she exclaimed. ‘He must not see me here now, or everything will be ruined. I must see you again before I leave the house. Where can I hide? I would not have him discover me now for ten thousand pounds!’
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  NEAR one window stood a high Japanese screen, with plate-glass panels. Isodore had barely time to conceal herself behind this, when Le Gautier entered. He seemed somewhat hurried, but otherwise calm enough, as he walked into the room and towards Enid. ‘Before I leave—’




  Then he stopped suddenly.




  Sir Geoffrey was standing a little way back from the group, one hand behind his back, the other pointing with unsteady forefinger to Linda Despard, while he never moved his eyes from Le Gautier’s face. A little flick of the nostrils, a quiver of the lip, and the Frenchman was himself again. But Sir Geoffrey never moved; he merely opened his lips, and snapped out one word, ‘Well?’




  ‘Is this a theatrical rehearsal?’ Le Gautier asked at length.




  ‘I am waiting,’ the baronet returned, ‘for some explanation. To a man of your astuteness, I need not be explicit This lady, monsieur, and you, I hear, are old acquaintances.’




  ‘You talk in riddles, Sir Geoffrey.’




  ‘You are anxious to gain time. I, on the other hand, do not wish to be too hard upon you. Let me explain. Miss Linda Despard—who has been in my house for some time, the result of an accident—the details of which you have probably heard—turns out to be an old friend of yours. She is dressed this moment, you perceive, in a character which had been rehearsed under your personal superintendence—the character of my late brother.’




  ‘But what can this possibly have to do with me?’




  ‘A truce to this folly!’ Sir Geoffrey cried warmly. ‘I have heard everything about the jugglery at Paddington—the mirrors, and Pepper’s Ghosts, and the whole miserable machinery by which I was deluded.’




  ‘Then you no longer believe?’ Le Gautier asked, fixing his glittering eyes upon the baronet’s face.




  But the magnetic power was gone now; the glance was returned as sternly. Sir Geoffrey seemed a new man. ‘I do not believe,’ he replied.




  ‘Then take the consequences—be a haunted, miserable man for the rest of your days! You will not be warned. I have done all I can for you. If you like to believe the tale you have heard, I will not prevent you. I say again, take the consequences.’




  ‘On the contrary, my good sir, it is you who will be the principal sufferer. I wish to make this interview as pleasant as possible, and cannot do better than by making it brief. There was a little contract between us, which you will consider at an end from this moment—’




  ‘And why?’ Le Gautier asked hotly. ‘You have proved nothing against me at present This Linda Despard, whose tale you have been listening to, is no friend of mine.’




  ‘Can you look her in the face and say that she is wrong?’ Sir Geoffrey interrupted. ‘Of course, you cannot deny the truth of her words. Then why am I bound to fulfil my contract with you?’




  ‘Because I have your word it shall be so. On your word, and by the power I hold over you, claim my wife still.’




  ‘And in good time, you shall have her, Hector le Gautier.’




  The group assembled there looked suddenly at Lucrece, as she spoke. She came forward now, facing the Frenchman, who eyed her with an undisguised sneer.




  ‘And what has the maid of Miss Charteris to do with me?’




  ‘Much,’ she answered quietly.—‘Do you know who I am?’




  ‘A servant who has got into the drawing-room by mistake. If I am wrong, please enlighten me.’




  Lucrece stepped forward, throwing her head back, and placing one hand upon a table at her side. ‘I will enlighten you. Five years is a long time in a lifetime like mine, but your memory will carry you back to the Villa Mattio. Hector le Gautier, I am Lucrece Visci, sister of your friend Carlo Visci.’




  ‘And I am no wiser now.’




  ‘But I am,’ Enid exclaimed.—‘Father, you remember Signor Visci, the artist who used to meet us at Rome?’




  ‘Yes, my dear ‘—with a glance at Le Gautier—‘a fine specimen of an Italian gentleman. The only unpleasant recollection I have of him is, that he first introduced me to Monsieur le Gautier.’




  The Frenchman’s eyes flashed, and he moved as if to speak; but Lucrece continued rapidly: ‘You may not remember me; but you have not forgotten my sister, Genevieve.—Ah! I have moved you now!—Miss Charteris, you were in Rome when she disappeared. Her false lover stands before you now!’




  ‘It is false!’ Le Gautier exclaimed. ‘Prove that I—’




  ‘It is true.—Prove it? Look at your own face there!’ Lucrece cried, pointing to a mirror opposite him. ‘Look there, and deny it if you can!’




  ‘True or false, I cannot waste words with you.—Sir Geoffrey, I hold you to your promise.—Enid, you shall keep your word.’




  ‘We are not in the habit of bestowing the daughters of our house upon adventurers,’ Sir Geoffrey replied. ‘I am sure your natural good sense and a little calm reflection will show you the folly of your demand.’




  ‘My father has spoken for me,’ Enid said. ‘I have nothing to add.’




  Le Gautier stepped across the room to her. She rose to her feet in alarm. Lucrece stood between the two, and grasping Enid by the wrist, and laying her hand upon the Frenchman’s shoulder, held him back. ‘Are you mad that you ask this thing?’ she asked.




  ‘And wherefore? How does it concern you?’




  She looked him steadily in the face as she replied: ‘Then I must refresh your memory;’ and raising her voice, till it rang through the lofty room, ‘because you have a wife already!’




  Le Gautier staggered back; but he was not beaten yet. ‘Another of your little fabrications,’ he said mockingly,




  ‘Look at him!’ Lucrece exclaimed, turning to the others, and pointing at the detected man with infinite scorn. ‘Look into his face—mark his dejected air, though he braves it out well, and tell me if I am wrong.’




  ‘Your word is doubtless a good one; but there is something better than words, and that is proof. Do you not think I can see through this paltry conspiracy which has been got up against me? But you have the wrong man to deal with in me for that I will have the compact fulfilled; my power is not over yet; and, Sir Geoffrey, I give you one more chance. Refuse at your peril.’




  ‘I do refuse,’ Sir Geoffrey answered icily. ‘Do your worst’




  ‘That is your decision?—And now, as to these groundless accusations you have brought against me. You have made them; prove them.’ He turned to Lucrece with a gesture which was almost noble, all the actor’s instinct aroused in him now. There was one desperate chance for him yet




  ‘You had best take care, if I accept you at your word.’




  ‘I wish to be taken at my word. I demand your proofs!’




  ‘And you shall have them!’ Saying these words, Lucrece glided swiftly from the room.




  An awkward silence fell upon the group. Le Gautier was the first to speak. There was a kind of moisture in his eye, and an air of resigned melancholy on his face. ‘You have misjudged me,’ he said sorrowfully. ‘Some day, you will be ashamed of this.—Sir Geoffrey, you are the victim of a designing woman, who seeks, for some reason, to traduce my fair fame. If I have a wife, let them bring me face to face with her here.’




  ‘You have your wish, Hector, for I am here!’




  Le Gautier bounded forward like a man who has received a mortal hurt, and gazed at the speaker with glaring eyes. Valerie was standing before him, not without agitation herself. A low cry burst from his lips, and he drew his shaking hand down his white damp face.




  ‘What brings you here?’ he asked, his voice sounding strangely to his own ears, as if it came from far away. ‘Woman! why do you come here now, to destroy me utterly?’




  She shrank back—an eloquent gesture to the onlookers—a gesture seven years’ freedom from thralldom had not obliterated. ‘You wished to see me. Lo! I am here! Turn round to your friends now, and deny that I am your lawful wife—deny again that you have ever seen me before, and put me to the proof.—Why do you not speak? Why do you not show a little of that manhood you used to have? Strike me, as you have done often in the times gone by—anything better than standing there, a poor, pitiful, detected swindler—a miserable hound indeed!’




  There was a dead silence now, only broken by Le Gautier’s heavy breathing, and the rustle of his sleeve as he wiped the perspiration from his face.




  ‘There is the proof you demanded,’ Lucrece said at length. ‘We are waiting for you to deny the witness of your eyes.’




  But still Le Gautier did not speak, standing there like some stone figure, his limbs almost powerless. He raised his head a moment, then lowered it again swiftly. He tried to articulate a few words, but his tongue refused its office.




  Sir Geoffrey laid his hand upon the bell. ‘Have you nothing to say?’ he asked.




  ‘I—I—Let me go out—the place is choking me!’




  Sir Geoffrey rang the bell sharply. ‘Then this interview had better close. It has already been too long, and degrading.—James, show Monsieur le Gautier out, if you please.—I have the honour to wish you good-morning; and if we do meet again,’ he added in a stern undertone,‘remember, it is as strangers.’




  Le Gautier, without another word or look, left the room, Lucrece following a moment later, and leading Valerie away. Isodore stepped out from her hiding-place, her face alternately scornful and tender.




  ‘We owe you a heavy debt of gratitude indeed!’ Sir Geoffrey exclaimed warmly. ‘It is extremely good of you to take all this trouble for mere strangers. Accept my most sincere thanks!’




  ‘We are not quite strangers,’ Isodore replied, turning to Enid. ‘Lucrece told you who she was; let me tell you who I am. I have never met you, though once I hoped to do so. I am Genevieve Visci!’




  ‘What! Signor Visci’s sister—the girl who—who—’




  ‘Do not hesitate to say it. Yes, Isodore and Genevieve are one. Out of recollection of old times, when you were so kind to my dear brother, I have not forgotten you, knowing Le Gautier so well.’




  ‘But Lucrece, your sister, to come here as my maid. And Le Gautier—how did you know? I am all at sea yet.’




  ‘It is a long sad story, and some day, when I know you better, I will tell you all, but not now. But one thing, please, remember, that come what will, Le Gautier cannot harm you now. He may threaten, but he is powerless. I have only to hold up my hand—’




  ‘And Frederick—Mr Maxwell?’




  ‘Do not be impatient You will see him tomorrow; for this evening I have need of him. Yon have not the slightest grounds for anxiety. Le Gautier will never harm any one more.’




  ‘How strangely, sternly, you speak,’ Enid replied.




  Isodore smiled. ‘Do I? Well, you heard what Lucrece said, and I may have planned a little retaliation of my own. The eastern eagle flies slowly, but his flight is sure. Trust me, and fear not’




  Enid was bewildered. But the time was near when she was to understand.




  With baffled fury and revenge raging in his heart, Le Gautier turned away in the direction of his lodgings, anywhere to get away from himself for a time, nothing left to him now but to wreak his vengeance upon Sir Geoffrey in the most diabolical way his fiendish ingenuity could contrive—and Isodore. By this time, Maxwell was no more; there was some grain of satisfaction in that; and he had Marie St Jean to fall back upon.




  He sat brooding in his rooms till nearly nine—time to attend the meeting of the League, the last one he determined that should ever see his face. Had he known how fatally true this was, he would have faced a thousand dangers rather than gone to Gray’s Inn Road that night. It was nearly ten when he lowered his gas, and struck off across the side streets in the direction of Holborn. When he reached his destination, he walked up-stairs, the only arrival as yet. Had he been less preoccupied, he would not have failed to notice the glance bestowed upon him by the custodian. He lingered about the room till one by one the company came in.




  They were not long in commencing business. Le Gautier did not occupy the chair on this occasion; the proceedings of the evening were important, and a Supreme Councillor was present He greeted each man coldly. To Le Gautier his manner was stern to the last degree. The routine commenced, and was conducted quietly for some time in the briefest, dryest fashion. Then the president for the evening rose, and taking from his pocket the gold moidore, commanded every one there to throw his upon the table. Presently, nine golden coins glittered on the green baize. ‘One short,’ the president said sternly. ‘Whose ”




  They looked round, each waiting for the other to speak.




  ‘It is mine,’ Le Gautier exclaimed. ‘I did not think it necessary.’




  ‘You have no right to think; it is not in your province. If you have in any way parted with it—’ He stopped significantly, and Le Gautier hastily intervened.




  ‘I humbly beg your pardon. I will fetch it immediately. I have not far to go; I can return at once. In justice to myself, I am sure you will permit me to fetch it’




  ‘No!’ thundered the Chief Councillor with a glance in Le Gautier’s face that made his heart neat thick and fast. ‘And as to justice, you shall have it presently, to the uttermost scruple.—Gentlemen, there is a traitor present!’




  With one accord they sprang to their feet, suspicion and alarm in every eye.




  ‘Who is it?’ they cried. ‘Death to the traitor!’




  ‘Look round among yourselves, and see if you can discover him.—No? Then he wears a good mask who has a hard conscience.—Stand up, traitor!—ay, the most despicable; stand up, and look us in the face! Who is the man who has enjoyed our deepest confidences—the man we have to thank Isodore for discovering?—Stand up, I say! Rise, Hector le Gautier!’




  The Frenchman knew his last hour had come; he knew that such a bold accusation as this could not be made without the most convincing proof. But despite his failings, he was not the man to cower before such a great danger. He braced his nerves till they were like steel; there was no particle of fear in his face as he turned at bay.




  ‘I had expected something like this,’ he said. ‘It is not likely that my promotion should pass by without incurring some jealousy. I will say nothing about my long services, the years I have spent in the service of the League. My accuser, and your proof!’




  A murmur of applause ran round the table at this sentiment. There was no appearance of guilt here.




  ‘Isodore is your accuser—the proofs she holds. You are charged with conspiracy to overthrow the League, in conjunction with another person. Your companion is one Marie St Jean.’




  Even with his iron nerves under control as they were, Le Gautier could not repress a start, which was not lost upon the Councillor.




  ‘Marie St Jean,’ he continued, ‘received from you certain papers for the purpose of handing them over to the police. The information contained therein is complete. Do you deny your handwriting?’




  He threw a bundle of papers across the table to Le Gautier. As he read them, his white face became corpse-like in its livid hue. But he was fighting for his life now, and summoned all his self-command to his aid, knowing full well that if he was condemned, he would never leave that room alive. His calm air came back to him.




  ‘I admit the handwriting—private memoranda stolen from my apartments. I am still waiting for your proof. Besides, Marie St Jean is a member or the League; she restored to me—’




  ‘Your insignia, which you had the temerity to stake upon the colour at Homburg.—Salvarini, I call upon you to say if this is not so?’




  ‘I would rather say nothing about this,’ Salvarini said. Le Gautier noticed how distressed and agitated he was. ‘I fear—I much fear you have too much proof, without calling upon me.’




  ‘You stand by a friend, Luigi!’ Le Gautier said bitterly. ‘Do not think of me now. Every man must look to himself!’




  ‘Sufficient of this,’ the president interrupted. ‘My proofs are overpowering. You are charged with packing the cards, to force the Brother Maxwell upon a dangerous mission.’




  ‘Enough!’ the prisoner exclaimed; ‘confront me with my accuser!’




  ‘You shall see her.—Isodore!’




  As he raised his voice, a breathless hush fell upon the assembly. Presently, a woman entered; for a moment she looked at the group, and then raising her veil, showed her beautiful lace.




  ‘Marie!’ A deep, bitter cry, following this word, burst from Le Gautier’s lips, and he fell forward upon the table, his head upon his hands. There was no escape now, he knew full well. And the woman he thought had loved him—the woman who knew all his plans to the letter, was the Princess of the League, the most dangerous member, Isodore herself! Salvarini looked into her face for a moment, and then whispered one word—Genevieve; but she heard it, and smiled at him, pleased that one man should remember—heard the little word which struck a womanly chord in her heart, and was thankful. Then she made him a sign to be silent.




  Stunned by the crushing force and suddenness of the blow, Le Gautier half lay there, with his head resting upon the table, no sound breaking the solemn silence. The president addressed the wretched man, asking him if he had anything to say.




  He raised his head and looked dazedly around, then down again. ‘I? No! I have nothing to say. My doom is sealed!’




  ‘Bind him!’




  Rough hands were laid upon the doomed wretch, and fastened him in his chair securely, taking care to make his bonds too tight for escape. Le Gautier did not resist; he knew now that there was no escape in all the wide world for him. They left him thus, trooping in to an adjoining room to go through the mockery of the trial which the orders of the League demanded.




  When Le Gautier looked up, he was alone, save for Isodore. ‘You are satisfied with your work now?’




  ‘Yes, I am satisfied now,’ Isodore echoed. ‘So you thought to play me off against Enid Charteris, poor fool! Hector le Gautier, I am going to tax your memory. Do you remember one evening in the Mattio woods when you abandoned a lonely trusting girl, the sister of your friend? Do you remember laughing at a vow of vengeance five years ago? Justice is slow, but it is sure. Do you remember?’




  ‘Yes. Is it possible that you can be—?’




  ‘Yes, it is possible, for I am Genevieve Visci! It is my turn now.’ And without another word she left him.




  Presently, a desire to live took the place of his dull despair. In an agony he tugged and turned, cutting his wrists with the keen rope till the blood ran down his hands. He could hear the low monotonous voices from the adjoining room, the hurrying footstep in the road bellow; and only that thin wall between himself and safety. Even the window leading from the iron staircase was open, and the evening breeze fanned his white despairing face. He struggled again till his heart nearly burst, and then, worn out, broke into tears.




  ‘Hector!’




  He turned round, hardly certain whether it was a voice or a fancy. Gradually out of the mists a figure emerged, and creeping stealthily across the bare floor, came to his side. It was Valerie.




  ‘So you have come to gloat over my misery too,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘Go, or, manacled as I am, I shall do you a mischief.’




  For answer, she drew a knife from her pocket, and commenced, with trembling fingers, to sever his bonds. One by one the sharp knife cut through them, till at length he stood a free man. One grudging, grateful glance at the woman, and he disappeared.
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  TURNING into Holborn, he ran on blindly, never noticing another figure following in his footsteps. It was getting very late now, and as he hurried into the Strand, St Clement’s Danes struck midnight. Through the crowd there blindly, on to the water-side, the snaky figure close behind never off his track; on to the Embankment, and towards Waterloo Bridge. Then he stopped for one brief moment to regain his spent breath and think.




  The following footsteps halted too; and then some instinct told him he was followed. Turning round again, full under the lamplight, he encountered Paulo Salvarini, determination in his face, murder in his eyes. In an agony of sudden fear, Le Gautier ran down the steps on to the Temple Pier, standing there close by the rushing water. A second later, with a clutch like iron, Salvarini was upon him.




  ‘Ah!’ he hissed, as they struggled to and fro, ‘you thought to escape me, you murderer of innocent women, the slayer of my wife! Now I have you. Back you go into the river, with a knife in your black heart!’




  The doomed man never answered; breath was too precious for that. And so they struggled for a minute on the slimy pier, Salvarini’s grip never relaxing, till, suddenly reaching down, he drew a knife. One dazzling flash, a muttered scream, and Le Gautier’s lifeblood gushed out. Footsteps came down the stairs, a shrill shout from a woman’s voice. Salvarini started. In one moment, Le Gautier had him in a dying clasp, and with a dull splash, they fell backwards into the rushing flood. Down, down, they went, the tenacious grip never relaxing, the water singing and hissing in their ears, filling their throats as they sucked it down, turning them dizzy, till they floated down the stream—dead!




  Some boatmen out late, attracted by the scream, rowed to the spot; and far down below Blackfriars, they picked up the dead bodies, both locked together in the last clasp of death. They rowed back to the pier, and carried the two corpses to a place for the night, never heeding the woman who was following them




  Next morning, they saw a strange sight Lying across the murdered man, her head upon his breast, a woman rested. They lifted her; but she was quite dead and cold, a smile upon her face now, wiping out all trace of care and suffering—a smile of happiness and deep content Valerie had crept there unnoticed to her husband’s side, and died of a broken heart




  For a few days people wondered and speculated over the strange tragedy, and then it was forgotten. A new singer, a noted poisoning case, something turned up, and distracted the frivolous public mind from the ‘mysterious occurrence,’ to use the jargon of the press.




  Maxwell lost no time in getting to Grosvenor Square the following morning, where his greeting may be better imagined than described. He told Enid the whole story of his mission, omitting nothing that he thought might be of interest to her; and in his turn heard the story of Le Gautier’s perfidy, and the narrow escape both had had from his schemes.




  ‘I do not propose to stay any longer in London,’ Sir Geoffrey said. ‘After what we have all gone through, a little rest and quietness is absolutely necessary.—Enid, would you care to go down to Haversham.’




  ‘Indeed, I should. Let us go at once. I am absolutely pining for a little fresh air again. The place must be looking lovely now.’




  ‘All right, my dear,’ the baronet replied gaily; sooth to say, not sorry to get back to a part of the world where Sir Geoffrey Charteris was someone.




  ‘Then we will go to-morrow, and Maxwell shall join us.’




  ‘But Isodore? I have not seen her yet’




  ‘Oh, she can come down there some time, directly we are settled.’




  ‘Later on in the same day, Maxwell heard the strange tale of Le Gautier’s death. He did not tell the news to Enid then, preferring to wait till a time when her nerves were more steady, and she had recovered from the shock of the past few days. So they went down to Haversham, and for three happy months remained there, ‘the world forgetting, by the world forgot;’ and at the end of that time, when the first warm flush of autumn touched the sloping woods, there was a quiet wedding at the little church under the hill.




  Gradually, as time passed on, Sir Geoffrey recovered his usual flow of spirits, and was never known to have another ‘manifestation.’ He burned all his books touching on the supernatural, and gradually came to view his conduct in a humorous light. In the course of time, he settled down as a model country gentleman, learned on the subject of short-horns and top-dressing, and displaying a rooted aversion to spiritualism. It is whispered in the household—only it must not be mentioned—that he is getting stout, a state of things which, all things considered, is not to be regarded with incredulity.




  Nearly two years later, and sitting about the lawn before the grand old house, were all our friends—Salvarini, mournful as usual, little altered since we saw him last; Maxwell, jolly and hearty, looking with an air of ill-disguised pride at Enid, who was sitting in a basket-chair, with a little wisp of humanity in her arms, a new Personage—to use the royal phrase—but by no means an unimportant one. Lucrece was there, happy and gay; and Isodore, glorious Isodore, unutterably lovely as she walked to and fro, followed by Salvarini’s dog-like eyes. The baronet made up the party, and alas! truth must out, looking—but we will be charitable, and say portly.




  ‘How long are you going to stay with us, Isodore?’ Enid asked. She would always be Isodore to them.




  ‘Really, I cannot say, Enid. How long will you have me?’




  ‘As long as you like to stay,’ Maxwell put in heartily.—‘By the way, I suppose I am still a member of the League?’




  ‘No, not now. Conditionally upon your promising never to reveal what you nave seen and heard, you are free; Sir Geoffrey likewise.—Luigi here has resigned his membership.’




  ‘I am so glad!’ Enid cried. ‘I must come and kiss you.—Fred, come and hold baby for a moment.’




  ‘No, indeed’—with affected horror. ‘I should drop him down, and break him, or carry him upside down, or some awful tragedy.’




  ‘You are not fit to be the father of a beautiful boy; and everybody says he is the very image of you.’




  ‘I was considered a good-looking man once,’ said Maxwell with resignation. ‘No matter. But if that small animal there is a bit like me, may I—’




  They all laughed at this, being light-hearted and in the mood to laugh at anything. Presently, they divided into little groups, Isodore and Luigi together. All her cold self-possession was gone now; she looked a very woman, as she stood there nervously plucking the leaves from the rose in her hand.




  ‘Isodore—Genevieve—’




  At this word she trembled, knowing scarcely what ‘Yes, Luigi.’




  ‘Five years ago, I stood by your side in the hour of your trouble, and you said some words to me. Do you remember what they were?’




  ‘Yes, Luigi.’ The words came like a fluttering sigh.




  ‘I claim that promise now. We are both free, heaven be praised! free as air, and no ties to bind us. Come!’ He held out his arms, and she came shyly, shrinkingly, towards them.




  ‘If you want me,’ she said.




  With one bound he was by her side, and drew her head down upon his breast. ‘And you are happy now, Genevieve?’




  ‘Yes, I am happy. How can I be otherwise, with a good man’s honest love?—Carlo, my brother, would you could see me now!’




  ‘It is what he always wished.—Let us go and tell the others.’




  So, taking her simply by the hand, they wandered out from the deepness of the wood, side by side, from darkness and despair, from the years of treachery and deceit, out into the light of a world filled with bright sunshine and peaceful, everlasting love.




  THE END
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  ON a fine March evening some five years ago there sat, in the bay window of an old-fashioned Greenwich hostelry, two men who were pondering deeply over a confused mass of charts and plans that lay before them. The redly-setting sun flashed upon the bosom of the river, with its picturesque mass of shipping and masts like grey needles pointing to the sky, an flooded the low-roofed oak-panelled room, in which the men were seated, with a golden glory. They had the apartment quite to themselves, no other feet disturbed the sanded floor, and no maritime reveller disturbed the hallowed sanctuary of the place.




  Concerning the quiet beauty of the scene, the flashing, winding river melting away into the golden horizon, the two men saw or cared nothing. The older of the twain had the air and manner of one born to the sea, his hard, rugged face was bronzed by a thousand gales, his bright blue eyes were keen and fearless, and his white hair seemed almost out of place on a man whose frame was as muscular and powerful as it had been five-and-twenty years before. Tom Armstrong, generally known by the generic title of Captain Armstrong, might have boasted, had he been a boasting man, that there was no quarter of the globe unfamiliar to him. For nearly five years he had given up the sea and lived retired on a small competency he had amassed, devoting his time to scientific pursuits, of which he was passionately fond. Very few people knew the extent of his knowledge in this direction, and few people were aware of the really startling discoveries that lay dormant in that magnificent old sea lion’s head.




  Armstrong’s companion, Harold Coventry by name, was a young man somewhere about six-and-twenty years of age. Like his companion, the sea was his passion, and, whilst being anything but a well-to-do man, he contrived to maintain a small yacht, in which he had penetrated into every sea. His friendship with Armstrong was a long one, and from him he had derived all his knowledge of seamanship, a craft to which he had taken by instinct, for Coventry belonged to a famous old naval family, whose name had been a powerful one from the days of Elizabeth onwards. More than one Coventry had found his way to fortune on the Spanish Main in company with Drake and Frobisher and Martin. But a long course of adventuring and reckless plundering in search of excitement had had its effect and now the last of the Coventrys had nothing remaining to him besides the record of family glory by sea, an income of some three hundred pounds yearly, and a mass of papers, parchment and documents which were a matter of vague curiosity to him and a source of unfailing delight to Armstrong.




  They had them out now, in Armstrong’s room in “The Mermaid,” the strong spring light falling upon faded papers and yellow parchments, and more especially upon the shred of parchment Armstrong held in his hand.




  “You nay make as much fun of me as you like,” he said; “but I am right.”




  “So, in this instance. Though I generally find you to be correct,” Harold replied. “There is part of the cypher; the legend in our family came home to me intact concerning this fabulous treasure, and that is all I know.”




  “Let me repeat the story you told me,” Armstrong said quietly. “Your ancestor, Amyas Coventry, with three other gentlemen adventurers, sailed from Plymouth in the month of June 1579, and after a successful voyage, reached Vera Cruz. He had his only daughter, Valerie, with him, a child of fourteen years. It was a strange thing to take a girl like that, but he took her. In the log-book of the Albatross, his ship, which is now in your possession, I find the following passage.”




  Armstrong took up a parchment-covered volume filled with symbols and scientific signs, and turning to a well-thumbed page, read as follows:�




  “March 18, 1581.�Dyd this dae take after much peryl and adventure, ye Spanish bark, Don Gonzola, a prize of exceedinge value. Amongst ye treasure we found doubloons to ye value of eighty thousand pounds English, also rix dollars to a great many more times thatte sum, and being in ye Gulf of Mexico about three degrees west of Havana and one north of the Island of Pines did land on the island called Santa Anna, and bury ye treasure, whereof ye exact spotte and ye bearing of ye same are given in ye cypher what follows.”




  “Very well then,” Armstrong went on, “we know that treasure to the extent of something more than a million pounds of our money lies buried there.”




  “Yes,” Coventry interrupted, “but where is the island? I was there all last summer in the Firefly, and although I went over every inch of ground there is positively no such island extant. There can be no possible mistake on this point, as log-book and observations will clearly demonstrate.”




  Armstrong searched amongst his papers until he produced what he required. It was an ancient chart of the Gulf of Mexico, and upon it was fully set out the various places therein. Upon one spot he placed a bony forefinger, and as Harold looked down he saw the words “Santa Anna” marked on the yellow parchment.




  “It is very strange,” he said, “and yet I am certain I am right. If that chart is correct the island must have disappeared.”




  But Armstrong did not smile; he regarded his young companion gravely.




  “It has disappeared,” he said, gravely. “By consulting the chart and going carefully into your observations I have satisfied myself that you must have sailed over the very place where Santa Anna was.”




  “In which case we need not give ourselves any further trouble in this matter.”




  “In which case,” Armstrong repeated, gravely, “the trouble is about to begin. I am going to find that island and raise it to sea level again.”




  Harold laughed heartily. He knew something of Armstrong’s visionary ideas, but the suggestion of raising a submerged island out of three hundred fathoms of water was wild and romantic even for the scientist before him.




  “People always laugh at what they don’t understand,” Armstrong said, quite unmoved by Harold’s laughter. “My theory is that the island was a coral one, one of those floating masses which rise to the surface and gradually accumulate matter until they become quite a respectable size. You know what vegetation in the tropics is and how rapidly things grow. Well, Santa Anna grew and spread, the birds brought the seeds there, trees grew, and the soil became fertile. But at the same time the island was a floating one, anchored to its moorings by the long tenacious fibres of weed and other marine plants like millions of ropes, each in itself fragile, but when combined, capable of keeping a continent in place. We know the island was there, we need not argue that, and for the sake of argument we admit that it was composed of coral. Now I come to a vital point. What caused it to disappear, or to speak more plainly, to sink?




  “You think the island did sink then?” Harold asked.




  “Beyond question, there is no other way to account for it. But why? For months I have been reading old voyages and adventures, both in manuscript and print, but at last my search has been rewarded. In the beginning of the seventeenth century, so I read in an old volume, a violent irruption took place on the island of Caraba, so violent, says the chronicle, that for fifty miles around the sea was one mass of dust and liquid fire, and no one could approach within the radius. When the irruption was over, sailors were surprised to hear that several islands round had entirely disappeared, burnt up, as they thought is their ignorance, but sank, as we know now. How far is Caraba from the spot where the island of Santa Anna ought to be?”




  “Not far; certainly not more than thirty miles as the crow flies.”




  “Which all tends to prove my theory,” Armstrong said, calmly. “You see that raft and the men below? If I were to pile it two feet high all over with blocks of stone, what would happen to it, do you think?”




  “It would sink, Tom; even I can answer that question.”




  “Precisely in the same way the volcano at Caraba sunk Santa Anna. Thousands and thousands of tons of stone were thrown upon the thin coral shell, till gradually the weight, which was naturally equally distributed, pressed it down, and it settled to the bottom. Santa Anna buried in three hundred fathoms of water.”




  “It seems plausible enough,” Harold replied; “but it is gone. There is an end of it.”




  “So some people would think; but I believe nothing to be impossible. So convinced do I feel of the fact that there is treasure there that I am going to put all my money into a venture to try and recover it. All we have to do is to get out to Caraba and go from thence to the island of Mea Culpa, which is within two miles of where Santa Anna used to be, and then raise the island.”




  Harold glanced at his companion in astonishment, but there was no glare of madness in Armstrong’s glittering blue eyes as he puffed steadily at his pipe.




  Much respect as he had for Armstrong’s wonderful scientific knowledge, Harold could not do otherwise than regard the present suggestion as the wild scheme of a visionary. But the wonderful things done by Armstrong had been so many and so strange that it was never safe to contradict him on any matter of theory.




  “Even if you can do it,” Harold said, “it might take years to find the treasure.”




  “It might, because you see you have only half the cypher. And now I verily believe I have discovered where the other half is. Latterly I have been spending a deal of time at the British Museum and, naturally, I have been reading all the books relating to the Gulf of Mexico, especially those bearing upon volcanic eruption. Several times lately I have noticed a Spaniard, whose name I find in Barrados, has been interested in much the same volumes. Seeing that we were both engaged in similar pursuits, I spoke to him, and though he was taciturn at first, he warmed up wonderfully when I asked him if, in the course of his reading, he had come across any mention of an island of Santa Anna. It was the very object of his own research.




  “You do not mean that?” Harold said with deepest interest. “Did he say more?”




  “He will be here presently to speak for himself,” Armstrong replied. “The man has in his possession the missing half of the cypher.”




  An exclamation of astonishment broke from Harold. He would have asked for further information had not the door opened at that moment and a stranger entered.




  He was a dark, powerful-looking individual, with handsome, but somewhat sinister features, and he glanced very suspiciously at Harold as Armstrong performed the necessary ceremony of introduction.




  “Mr. Miguel Barrados, Mr. Harold Coventry,” he said. “It appears that Mr. Barrados can claim a relationship to you, although it is very slight, because Valerie Coventry, Amyas Coventry’s daughter, married an ancestor of his.”




  “Perhaps I had better explain,” Barrados took up the thread.




  “I know all about you, sir, from Captain Armstrong, but you know nothing of me. After the treasure was hidden at Santa Anna. Amyas Coventry fell into the hands of my father, who commanded a ship in the Spanish Navy. As a freebooter he was condemned to death, but contrived to escape, and what became of him afterwards I am unable to say.




  “But we took his ship back to Spain, and in the course of time Valerie Coventry, who remained with them, married the son of the man who had captured her father’s vessel.




  “There is a tradition in our family that she used to relate a story of how Amyas Coventry concealed a vast treasure at Santa Anna.




  “No one was really interested in this until I discovered that at one time such an island as Santa Anna really existed.




  “The story was further borne out by the fact that my ancestress, Valerie Barrados, handed down to her descendants part of a cypher written on parchment, the other half being retained by her father, she said, he having taken the precaution to divide it in case he should happen to fall into the hands of enemies.




  “The coincidence, and my meeting with Captain Armstrong, is a very singular one, but as a proof that I am only speaking the truth, I will produce my half of the cypher.”




  Without further preamble, Barrados drew from his pocket a little leather case, and took therefrom a dingy scrap of parchment. With some natural excitement, Armstrong unlocked an iron safe and took out another piece. of vellum-like substance, and, approaching the window so that he might have the full benefit of the light, put the ragged edges together.




  “It is the missing portion,” he said, exultingly; “see for yourselves.”




  [image: ]




  The three men eagerly scanned the cypher.




  It was written in an uncertain hand with many strange signs, was all tattered and stained, and altogether looked anything but a valuable document, yet it contained, no doubt, the secret of the hidden treasure, if they could but decipher it.




  Harold and Barrados looked down at the letter, and this is what they saw:�
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  “Not much to be made out of that,” Harold laughed, after all three had examined the cypher intently. “There are the usual skulls, but nothing beyond.




  “Doubtless, if we could be at the island, the cypher would be plain enough,” Armstrong replied, “and I for one think it can be done.”




  “You may count on my assistance in that ease,” Barrados remarked quietly. “I know you are a man of marked ingenuity, Captain Armstrong, and if you can show me how that is to be done, I do not mind risking £1,000 in the venture; that is, of course, if Mr. Coventry, who is equally interested, will do the same.”




  They both of them turned to Harold Armstrong, with his blue eyes flashing, and Barrados, with something like a challenge in his face. It was a lot of money to risk upon a visionary venture, but the spirit of the gambler was upon him.




  “I will do it,” he said. “Armstrong, when will you be ready to start?”




  Armstrong rose from his seat and paced the room in strong excitement. In his mind’s eye he saw already the accomplishment of his desire.




  “Let us go at once,” he said. “All we want is Coventry’s yacht, manned by an extra fellow or two, who will make himself generally useful, and the less fuss we make the better. My scientific apparatus is a matter requiring but little time to prepare. I can be ready to sail in a week.”
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  IT is a long jump from the bay-windowed room at Greenwich, overlooking the Thames, to an island in the Gulf of Mexico, but one that the reader’s imagination will easily compass. The hour was not long before sunset began to tinge the blue waters stretching away to the horizon, and in a quiet little bay a peculiar scene was being enacted. To the dark-skinned inhabitant of the fertile palm-clad island of Mea Culpa, the little band of Englishmen were merely enthusiasts who had come out on an expedition to discover something of no possible interest, and their operations elicited only languid curiosity.




  The yacht lay up in a little natural cove; most of the sailors had made their way to Havana, on the understanding that they would not he required for at least a month, so that there only remained the three original promoters and a certain Irish sailor, Larry O’Brady by name, a shrewd dare-devil individual whose admiration for Armstrong amounted to a passion. He could speak Spanish fluently and for this reason they had decided to retain him.




  Some huts had been erected on the shore by permission of Don Zalva de Torredos, to whom Mea Culpa belonged, and whose hacienda was the only building of any importance. The adventurers found him a courtly, educated gentleman who took a great interest in the operations, as also did his daughter, Haidee, a dark, olive-complexioned, middling-aged beauty, who as time went on, contrived to distract Harold’s attention from the work in hand. It was very pleasant to lounge up at the hacienda in the evenings, when the air was heavy with the scent of myrtles and the fireflies flashed in the purple darkness, chatting with the silver-voiced Haidee and looking into her beautiful eyes. But Armstrong didn’t like it: he saw trouble looming in the distance. The same charm attracted Barrados, who looked on gloomily at what appeared to be the Englishman’s success. Larry, too, had found a congenial companion in Haidee’s maid, Isidore and many were the growls which he caused from the picturesome cigarette-smoking natives, who resented what they regarded as an infringement of their rights.




  But no such thoughts troubled Armstrong on that perfect, still evening, as he stood on the shore looking out to sea. Behind him stood the tents and the wooden workroom, and before him a section of pontoon bridge formed of a series of light rafts running some two miles into the sea, at the end of which was a platform upon which Coventry and Barrados were standing.




  Armstrong picked his way carefully along the pontoon, followed by O’Brady, who appeared to regard the whole thing as a huge joke got up for his own edification. In the course of time they reached the platform that lay still and solid in the glassy sea with three hundred fathoms of water below.




  “Do you think we are out far enough?” Coventry asked. “According to the calculations, the raft we are on now ought to be exactly over Santa Anna, which was merely a hanger-on of the Mea Culpa�”




  Which was originally coral, and became stranded on a shoal which, although so close by Santa Anna, was sunk in deep water. We are over the island right enough. O’Brady, have you laid the composite line as I told you?




  By way of reply, O’Brady raised from the raft a long, thin tube, about the sixty-fourth part of an inch in diameter which apparently was connected with the shore. Attached to the end was a tiny nozzle which, as Armstrong touched a tap, emitted a stream of some dark fluid which penetrated the water and left, to the astonishment of the onlookers, a funnel-shaped opening therein. In other words, for the space of some few minutes, a continual hole was left in the water as if it had been a solid substance.




  “Well, by the powers, but that’s a funny thing now,” O’Brady commented. “I’ve often heard tell of making a hole in the water, but never seen it done before. Sure, Captain, you’ll make the Channel Tunnel with a pop-gun, after all.”




  “There are many things more unlikely,” Armstrong returned, calmly. “By this means I propose to stand on this raft and examine different parts of the island.”




  “But you don’t mean to say that, with a little tube and a jet of liquid, you can create a circular vacuum in three hundred fathoms of water?” Harold asked.




  “Indeed, I do, although it is only a matter of minutes. I have been labouring on this invention for years. By means of the dynamo which is working in my workshop at the moment I create a mixture of ether and a substance I call onthal, for want of a better name. The effect of this extraordinary mixture is to repel water by the generation of certain gases made by the contact, and which lasts for some time.”




  “Could you create a vacuum large enough and permanent enough to enable us to descend to the bottom, provided we had the necessary appliances?” said Barrados.




  “Well, frankly, no. If I had the force of Niagara to drive my dynamo, I could create a vacuum in the Atlantic a thousand miles square, but with the few appliances at my command, I can only guarantee a circular shaft, as if a chimney led up from the ocean’s bed, about two feet in diameter.”




  With these words Armstrong pointed his tiny jet downwards, and in an incredibly short space of time the interested spectators were looking into a deep well eighteen hundred feet sheer, large enough to contain the body of a man, the sides appearing to be carved out of solid ice. Harold took a small coin from his pocket and pitched it into the funnel. It seemed to be minutes before an answering echo came as it struck some hard substance below.




  “Exactly what I thought,” Armstrong cried; “try another coin, will you?”




  Harold did as directed, and again there came the same sharp ring.




  “Precisely,” Armstrong went on. “The bed formation of this gulf is sand and mud; below us there is apparently a rich formation, which confirms my theory that Santa Anna was sunk by the stone and lava thrown up by the volcano on the island of Caraba. Allowing something for speculation, those coins probably fell upon the lava with which Santa Anna is covered.”




  The speaker turned off the dark stream of fluid, and presently there came a hoarse, sullen rumbling from the bottom of the funnel. It seemed to close rapidly, as if filled by a tremendous subterranean spring, and as it closed there arose in the air a jet of water to the height of some hundreds of feet, the raft rocked like a boat on a troubled sea, a shower of stones�some of them of massive dimensions�fell upon the pontoon.




  “Just as I expected,” Armstrong remarked coolly as he examined one of the fragments, “these stones are decidedly volcanic.”




  Coventry and Barrados made no reply, they could not very well venture to express anything like a sound opinion in the presence of that master mind.




  “I hope it’s all right,” O’Brady said, uneasily. “But sure, and I don’t like these devils tricks, and this playin’ with the laws of Nature. Bedad, when I go to sea again I’d like to have a bottle of that liquor.”




  “I don’t see that we are any nearer to our object,” Barrados remarked. “Couldn’t you contrive to clear a space sufficient to descend without danger?”




  “No occasion to do that,” Armstrong said dryly. “for the simple reason that I am going to descend without doing anything of the sort.”




  “Impossible! No human being could live in three hundred fathoms of water. The pressure would crush a skull composed of the finest steel.”




  “Given an equal pressure on all sides, how do you propose to crush a solid?” Armstrong asked. “You can break a nut between your teeth. But put on a million times the same steady pressure, like the force of water, for instance, and the nut defies you. Upon this theory I propose to act. I am not going to have any submarine tubes. I am merely going to make myself solid.”




  An incredulous smile broke out on the faces of Barrados and Coventry.




  “I am going to make myself solid.” Armstrong repeated. “You cannot gainsay the authenticity of the fakirs who sleep in a tomb for months at a time in a state of suspended animation. This suspended animation is easy enough; to get the same result and still be in possession of all the faculties is quite a different thing. This to what I propose to do.”




  “It’s witchcraft.” O’Brady remarked, “nothin’ less. I shouldn’t be surprised to find myself turned into a wizard at any moment. And that’s a nice thing for a respectable man born of a decent family.”




  “I think I follow you,” Harold said, with deep interest. “So long as animation� that is, so far as concerns the organs of the body� is suspended, you could live and move under water for any reasonable length of time. Can you suspend the heart and lungs and yet retain the use of the limbs and the brain?”




  “Certainly. Suppose I could live with my mouth and ears and nostrils closed—that is, suspend the mere physical act of breathing� I could remain under water for days or even longer, and thus discover�.”




  “Yes, but what about the pressure we spoke of?” Barrados interrupted.




  “Did not I tell you that I propose to make myself solid?” Armstrong asked, with the greatest calmness. “So far as a knowledge of the matter required to sustain life is concerned we are the greatest fools imaginable; we supply the furnace of life and let it run down before replenishing again. But no matter as to that. What I propose to do is to fill the body by injection with a peculiar fluid, which, when brought in contact with the gases of the body, becomes a gelatine. I shall simply be a living man stuffed with gelatine, upon which the organs of the body will thrive and remain practically neutral at the same time. But as chemical action is constantly taking place, and as this gelatine goes off in natural vapour, so it must be renewed, and this is done by a hollow India-rubber tube, which goes directly into the lungs, by means of which a constant supply is drawn from the surface into the body�in fact it is filtered into the system from a retort above. I need not tell yon that the greatest care must be exercised in this particular, as any neglect of the directions must naturally mean a lingering and terrible death.”




  “We will admit the possibility of all this,” Harold observed. “But in the first place, how are you going to get down there, and having once got down, how do you propose to return? Remember there is eighteen hundred feet of water below us.”




  “It puzzles me at present, I admit,” Armstrong replied, “but I shall do it.”




  There was no mistaking the determined ring is his voice. O’Brady looked at his revered chief with undisguised admiration.




  “Of course he will,” he exclaimed, “if he made up his mind to go to the centre of the earth, nothing but the heat as they say is there could stop him. And then he’d have something in his waistcoat pocket to put the fire out.”




  “We don’t know what we can do till we try,” Armstrong laughed at this tribute to his wonderful powers. “For the present I can see no tangible way of getting down or back again, unless it is by means of an electric screw machine, such as I partly worked out before I left England. I have the plates on the yacht and intend trying it tomorrow. If it will work downwards, we can come back easily enough, as all we have to do is to get inside the machine, exhaust the air, and rise to the surface.”




  “But what about the hollow tubes which feed, you with gelatine?” Barrados asked.




  “We could cut those before we started, as the rise to the surface could only occupy a few minutes during which time no physical inconvenience would take place.”




  “And once down there what do you propose to do?” said Harold.




  “Clear the island of the masses of stones that encumber it. Oh, you may laugh at me for a visionary, but I have an explosive here compared to which dynamite is a mere seidlitz powder. It is no larger than a rifle cartridge; yet were this to go off in my hands at this moment we should be not only annihilated, but the island of Mea Culpa would never be seen again. But of course the effect under water would be minimised, and the strength just sufficient to achieve our purpose. I will show you presently.”




  “Put it down now, Captain, dear,” Harold remarked, looking at the cartridge Armstrong reproduced in comical dismay.




  “It’s a terrible thing that when anything happens to a Christian there shouldn’t be enough left of him for a decent funeral, let alone a bit left of him to give excuse to the waking of him.




  “Be quiet,” Armstrong replied, “and give me that box you brought along.”




  Larry opened the little black box he had been carrying, and produced therefrom three brass tubes like binoculars, but far longer. There were glasses at either end and all were filled with some liquor of a thick inky hue.




  “Lean over the raft and place one end to your eyes, the other being in the water, and tell me what you see,” Armstrong commanded.




  Harold and Barrados did as they were instructed and as they fixed the focus of the glasses a loud cry burst simultaneously from their lips. It was as if the water below had been dissolved and weed was swimming in the air, and as if they were looking down from a high precipice upon what had recently been a deep sea. The marine telescope had the power of penetrating the water.
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  “It is wonderful,” Harold exclaimed, “the ocean has disappeared and I can distinguish what at one time must have been Santa Anna, a rock-covered mass in the centre of an expanse of bright mud and shifting sand.”




  “It is Santa Anna, beyond a doubt,” Armstrong remarked, nothing moved.




  “And do you think it could remove those gigantic boulders,” Barrados asked.




  “Certainly. You asked me just now how I proposed to remove those boulders. On the other side of what, for a better name, we will call an island, you will notice a rock that must be at least five hundred tons in weight. I take one of my cartridges of dolomite, and, attaching a mechanical screw to the end, direct its course at that rock thus.”




  With keen intentness the onlookers saw the little messenger making its way through the water�water which appeared like rarefied air through the telescope—till at length it struck the side of the rock. There arose a load of mud and rock. There was a tremendous booming noise whilst the raft rose and fell tremendously and when, finally, the vapour cleared away, the great rock, in size almost equal to a small house had totally disappeared.




  “Wonderful!” Barrados exclaimed. “Really stupendous!”




  A cry broke from Harold who was still gazing through his telescope. He pointed forward and bade them to look at the spot where the explosion had taken place and where the blast was already settling down.




  “Don’t you see that the native rock of the island has been laid bare?” he exclaimed in his excitement. “Upon it I can distinctly see three * * * just as they appear on Amyas Coventry’s cypher.”
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  ONCE well on the track of discovery, Armstrong was not the man to allow the grass to grow under his feet. A strong gale had ruffled the sea, rendering it impossible to do anything; and this time had been devoted by Armstrong to scientific research.




  “I should very much like to try the effect of the scienatic acid,” he said, as he emerged from his tent a few moments later. “This acid, you must know, is the gelatine to which I referred, and which I literally propose to fill myself with by the ordinary process of injection. It raises a kind of filmy vapour that fills up every portion of the body, after which the gastric juices turn it to a semi-opaque fluid of no particular flavour.”




  “But are you certain it will act?” Harold asked a little anxiously.




  “So far as the human frame is concerned that is merely a matter of conjecture,” Armstrong said, coolly. I injected some of the scienatic acid into a dog, and tying a heavy weight to the body, allowed it to remain under water for over two hours. When I raised it to the surface the animal became quite himself again directly the atmosphere acted and diffused the acid. What I propose to do is this: take one of the rafts, and, wearing an ordinary pair of divers boots, descend in about twenty fathoms of water. You can easily watch my movements with the glasses, and if anything goes wrong, haul me to the surface.




  The experiment was certainly hazardous but, as Armstrong had decided to try the experiment, Harold knew that nothing could be gained by attempting to turn him from his purpose.




  The sun was high in the heavens when they set out with the raft to a little bay where they knew the water did not exceed more than thirty fathoms anywhere. On the raft Armstrong had placed a stand containing a retort, which, when heated by a little spirit lamp below, gave off a certain gas which when again cooled by water, produced a semi-opaque fluid like starch. This, again, dropped into a metal cup, attached to a fine India-rubber tube of the required length, which Armstrong coolly pushed down his throat and into his stomach.




  “You will see what to do,” he said. “The action of that metal cup is automatic, and allows a certain portion only of the scienatic acid to percolate into the the tube at a time. The little ball you see below here acts like a throttle valve, or, perhaps I should say, more like a syphon, and as the cup fills so one drop at it time falls into the tube, which the weight of the increasing acid opens for that purpose. It is bound to fly straight down to me, as the air being exhausted it the tube, my lungs act as a force-pump of practically boundless power. Be careful to keep up exactly the same quantity of heat under the retort: and now, when my face becomes colourless and rigid, drop me feet first into the water, and at least two of you lower me to the bottom by a cord tied round my waist.”




  As Armstrong spoke, a change gradually began to come over him. His arms and legs appeared to retain their natural functions, but his body became stiff and rigid, and his chest and stomach distended till he bore a ridiculous likeness to a pouter pigeon. His head, too, swelled to an enormous size, till he was nothing else but the absurd caricature of a man. He was perfectly conscious of all that was taking place around him, but speech was impossible, as mouth, eyes, and nostrils appeared to fill and glaze over as if he had been absolutely varnished.




  “Well, it’s a queer use to put a man to,” O’Brady remarked, as he regarded his employer with absolute petrifaction. “And to think that he’s alive, too.”




  But the others were too astonished to listen to Larry’s comments. With a peculiar stiff, rigid motion, Armstrong moved towards the side of the raft, where he stood until Barrados and O’Brady fixed a rope under his arms and gradually dropped him into the water, whilst Harold took the marine telescope with a view to watch the result and signal to the others in case anything happened. But apparently Armstrong’s calculations were surely based. He reached the bottom safely enough, and by the aid of the wonderful glasses Harold was enabled to clearly see every motion of the man below.
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  Without breathing, and without being conscious of either heart or lungs, Armstrong alighted on his feet and proceeded to walk along the ocean’s bed, his large iron-shod boots keeping him from rising. For nearly an hour he remained there without experiencing any inconvenience beyond a tremendous rushing sound in his ears and a peculiar tingling sensation in his extremities. He was perfectly conscious in a vague, dreamy way, as of a man who had partaken of too much alcohol, and yet not enough to steal away his faculties. He felt now that the desired consummation had been achieved, and that he had discovered something hitherto unknown�a means by which divers could reach ground in the deepest parts of the Atlantic ocean.




  Barrados and Harold watched the experiment with the most breathless interest. They saw their fellow adventurer creeping about the ocean’s bed as freely and conveniently as if he had been on dry land; they saw him examine different varieties of marine plants and shells with ease and freedom, He seemed to have quite forgotten those waiting for him above, till presently he gave a tug at the rope and was hauled on board the raft again.




  Directly Harold removed the India-rubber tube from the diver’s throat there was a marvellous transformation. The figure assumed its normal proportions, the face lost its glazed look, and Armstrong was himself again.




  “It’s a good thing your mother couldn’t see you just now, for, by the powers, she wouldn’t have known you,” O’Brady exclaimed. “And what were they after saying to you down below there, Captain?”




  “Nothing that could interest you,” Armstrong laughed. “Still, my friends, I think I have proved to you that I have solved the problem as to how a man can live as well in water as on land. But there is a great difficulty still.”




  “What is that?” Coventry and Barrados asked in a breath.




  “Why, how to reach bottom in three hundred fathoms of water, It is absurd to think of going down eighteen hundred feet and returning with a vehicle so primitive as a long rope. My plan is to try a kind of torpedo propelled by a screw worked by electricity, returning to the surface in the same iron shell by exhausting the air down below and floating to the surface. I propose to send this submarine boat up and down a stout wire strand running from the bottom to a place on the raft so as to procure the necessaries we require when below. I shall also establish, between the two points, a telegraphic apparatus.”




  “But why a telegraphic apparatus?” Harold asked.




  “Because one can’t speak under water, stupid,” Armstrong replied with some little asperity, “and this is why I made you both learn the signs. By this means we shall be able to communicate directly with the surface, then one of you will remain whilst the other two are down below clearing the island of rocks, preparatory to floating it. There is no reason why we should not work for several hours at a stretch, as the work is light enough. And now just to give you confidence, I want you two to try what I have just been through. There is not the smallest possible danger.”




  For a few minutes Harold and Barrados regarded each other dubiously. But sooner or later the thing had to be done, and within half an hour both of them had spent at least ten minutes each enjoying the novel sensation of walking along the bed of the ocean, with at least thirty feet of water above them.




  “Well, that’s over, at any rate,” Armstrong remarked, as they draw up the anchor of the raft and made their way back to the mainland. “I think after all that Larry ought to have had a lesson in case of accident.”




  “I never was of a curious disposition,” Larry said, with a grin, “and the earth I was born upon is quite good enough for the likes of common people like me.”




  But Armstrong was already deeply immersed in his calculations. He began to see his way clearly now to a feasible method of descending to the island, and not only that, but of working there for several hours a day without the least discomfort. All he had to do now was to test the submarine boat, and if this could be successfully accomplished by means of a powerful electric screw, the rest of the descent would be easy.




  Although the afternoon was by no means spent when they returned to the tents and indulged in a hearty lunch, they found that Don Zalva and Haidee had ridden down to see how operations were progressing. The former, a tall, handsome man of courtly bearing, listened with marked interest to Armstrong’s narrative, whilst Harold and Barrados approached the olive-cheeked beauty with the dark eyes and melting lips, who reclined under the shelter of a friendly palm out of the rays of the brilliant sunshine.




  “We came to see you,” she said, in the soft, seductive Spanish language, that sounded so charmingly from her ruby lips, Harold thought. “My father is deeply interested, and I confess to a little curiosity.”




  “Not interest, then!” Harold laughed; “nothing on our account.”




  A little, somewhat forcible, compliment escaped the lips of Barrados, at which Haidee flashed him a look of anger, and turned disdainfully away from him.




  She hates the cool, sulky, Spaniard, and though Barrados has discovered this, it only increased his admiration for Haidee the more.




  “I mistrust that man,” she said, as Barrados slunk away with a smile on his lips and a feeling of malignant rage in his heart; “and, if I mistake not, he hates you, Signor Harold. Have a care of him.”




  “Barrados is all right,” Harold laughed; “it is only his peculiar way.”




  Haidee bent her dark eyes on Harold’s face with a glance of peculiar significance.




  “Never trust a Spaniard,” she said, slowly. “I tell you that man hates you, and when the proper time comes I will prove my words.”




  The speaker rose from her seat, and declining Harold’s assistance, walked across to the shed where Armstrong was describing his submarine boat to Don Zalva. He had not been idle during the last few days, and Harold looked on just as curiously, for he saw that nearly the whole floor was occupied by a huge conical machine, in shape something like a sharp-pointed egg. The affair was constructed of light boiler-plate material, being fitted with a rudder and screw, which appeared to be reversible. The entrance merely consisted of a small manhole which, being closed, rendered it quite watertight, especially as there was an inner chamber, which no water could possibly penetrate, as the doors could never by any chance be left open at the same time.




  “You see, I have everything we require here,” Armstrong explained. “We shall sink the construction for the first time by its own weight, as it is so constructed with a due regard for gravity, as to be only slightly heavier than water when the outer chamber is allowed to fill. I can guide it to on point we want, before we reach bottom, by the screw and rudder. Once bottom is touched, it is, of course, useless till we come to the surface again. When we want to rise, we get inside the first chamber, close the door, and by means of a vacuum pump, eject the water, although there is no occasion to do this when once the steel cable has been firmly laid. You follow me?”




  “To a certain extent,” Don Zalva replied. “You propose to attach this machine to the steel strand, and haul it up and down at will.”




  “Precisely, that is the way I shall always get my boat, as I call this thing, for want of a better name, to the same place. It will merely be used for our transmission up and down� once below we shall depend upon the scienatic acid tubes alone. We calculate to be able, by their means, to remain below for upwards of five hours at a time, and thus, by means of my dolamyte cartridges� which I shall take down in large quantities, as they are perfectly impervious to the water� we shall be able to displace the rocks, by which the island is held down, in ten days. By scientific calculations, I find that the amount of lava-rock� resting upon what was once known at Santa Anna, must be about three millions of tons.”




  “Yes, but if your explosive is as powerful as you represent it to be, you may only succeed in destroying the island entirely,” Don Zalva observed.




  “I have found a means to guard against that,” Armstrong replied calmly. “The great peculiarity about the dolamyte is that it strikes horizontally only, and I can so regulate its strength that the explosion can strike up or down five, ten, or twenty feet at will, according to the strength. Now, coral formation is workable at a pressure of 12.005 to the square inch, therefore the amount of rock at present lying on the island I find, basing everything on that calculation, to be about nine to ten feet. If I succeed in blasting away four or, say, five feet, of this�and my explosive absolutely destroys all it touches�the island will float.”




  “With so powerful an explosive, wouldn’t it be rather dangerous for us down there?” Harold asked dubiously. “I mean, if we happened�”




  “Nothing of the kind,” Armstrong interrupted. “You remember how every cartridge is fitted with a propelling screw, and that we could be a mile away, if necessary, which it is nothing of that sort, as the resisting power of water is enormous. A discharge of this on land would be awful, in the water you could be within twenty yards and not know that anything had taken place. And now, help me to get the machine up to the pontoon; I want to try its effect.”




  Monstrous as the thing looked, it was light enough, and presently it stood on the raft at the end of the pontoon, just over the submerged island. As if inspired by a sudden thought, Armstrong took two of the scienatic acid tubes, of which he had an enormous coil, and, fixing them to the retort and metal cups, pulled the end out of each coil�each one hundreds of feet in length�and bade Harold place it on his mouth.




  “Let us tug now for an hour,” he said; “Barrados can look after the retorts.”




  Haidee’s lovely face turned a little pale, but she said nothing as Armstrong and Harold, after distending themselves, entered the boat, first attaching the ends of their scienatic tubes to the top of the queer-looking monster, so that they might resume them on reaching the bottom of the ocean. Armstrong thrust Harold inside, and making a sign for the craft to be pushed into the water, entered himself and closed the manhole. A moment later the boat sank, and the watchers with the telescopes could see it gradually falling, till at length it reached the bottom. They saw the voyagers emerge and resume the end of their scienatic tubes and move steadily forward.
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  “It is wonderful,” Haidee exclaimed, heedless of the scowl on the face of Barrados. “I hope they are quite safe�but look,” she ended in a scream, “look at the sharks; there must be at least five hundred of the monsters. Oh! they are lost, indeed.”
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  IN the dense darkness of the tube, illuminated only by a glazed porthole by means of which Armstrong directed operations, the adventurers fell rapidly. The screw, worked by electrical apparatus, groaned and creaked in the water, leaving long streak of starry, silvery bubbles behind. It seemed to grow still blacker and darker till Armstrong was unable to direct the movements of the aquatic vehicle. They appeared to be passing through a sea of ink, an opaque gloom of which the watchers alone were ignorant. With his fingers, Armstrong made signs to Harold. Indeed, the deaf and dumb code alone was possible, since speech was practically out of the question.




  Suddenly the gloom passed away as if they had shot out of a tunnel into broad sunshine, or as if water lay in dense or porous strata. A light, soft but brilliant, poured through the porthole like a shaded electric light. Everything was clear and luminous at that great depth, and when finally the boat reached bottom, and the occupants stepped out upon the lava rock with which the island appeared to be covered, and resumed their scienatic tubes, it seemed to their eyes that they were situated in a locality where there was not only no water, but the air was in a marvellously rarefied condition. From the island, which stood considerably higher than the surrounding plain of sand, mud and dense marine foliage, they appeared to be able to see for miles around, and for some few moments they stood contemplating the scene with rapt interest.




  There was no exaggerating its rareness, since they were placed as no mortal had ever been situated before. Around them were wonders calculated to excite the mind and stimulate the curiosity for all time. In the water, which did not look or feel like water at all, but like liquid sunshine, or, rather, a bath of air, fishes were apparently swimming, not in water, but floating, in defiance of all laws or gravity, in water. Uncouth monsters sailed by them, gigantic soles, larger than an ordinary dining-table, and things like shrimps that seemed to stand up to Harold’s shoulder. Under feet were oysters of a size never dreamt of by mortal man, huge bivalves, some closed and some open and all of them containing immense pearls, as the adventurers could see as the light flashed upon them. But it would be a bold hand that would venture to stray within one of these mail-like shells. Harold, with some difficulty, rolled into one a huge rocky fragment, and immediately the bivalve closed with a force and impetus that crushed the mass of stone, as a Nasmyth hammer pulverises a hazel nut.




  In front of the voyagers lay a long, level, sandy plain, apparently stretching away to what, on terra-firma, would be called the horizon, and here fish of every kind and description that ever were worked out of the grotesque brains of a pantomimist, sported and gambolled. There were eels of extraordinary length, a beautiful silvery fish marked with dark bars and red spots, like a salmon, another extraordinary-looking creature, apparently all head and mouth. Everything appeared to be on a gigantic sale; nothing was small or undersized.




  From where the voyagers stood they could distinctly see the formation of the island, which may be briefly described as in the shape of a lobster’s claw, with what at one time, when the island floated, must have been a land-locked bay.




  “This must be the ‘point’ to which a allusion was made in the cypher,” Armstrong signalled to his companion. “The formation is clear enough; but before we venture any further I must protect you as I have done myself. Take a good number of these dolomite cartridges. We are certain to encounter presently a marine monster or two who will not be so friendly as those below.”




  Harold took the explosives and placed them in a canvas bag he had slung over his shoulders before starting. There was something at the moment that attracted him more than the survey of the island or the prospect of stumbling on to some clue to the hidden treasure. To the left lay a gigantic mass of foliage far higher than the tallest trees known to man, and what appeared to be nothing less than a massive forest. The trees, if they may be so termed, were close together, but neither so close nor the undergrowth so thick that a passage into the forest was impossible.




  “I should like to see a little more of that,” Harold signalled. “We are not down here on any particular business, and my curiosity is aroused.”




  “I do not see any objection,” Armstrong replied. “Let us try it. Our tubes are sufficiently long to permit us to go any distance in reason.”




  They moved forward as quickly as the resistance of the water would permit. As they reached the level plain below, Armstrong stopped and pointed to a huge school of fish, which apparently came out of space, and which were unmistakably advancing towards them. As they came closer, Harold’s heart sank as he recognised them for sharks of the most terrible description.




  They were indeed formidable-looking monsters, twelve or fourteen of them in all, and not one amongst the number being less than forty feet in length or less than twelve in diameter. Their powerful jaws opened to disclose row upon row of horrible looking hooked teeth, and as they approached the rest of the finny tribe scuttled away in terror.




  “Keep cool for your life,” Armstrong said as he hurriedly took out two of the dolomite cartridges, “we have evidently attracted the attention of these cruel monsters, who do not quite know what to make of us yet. Wait till one of them makes a rush and then discharge the cartridge at him point-blank.”




  Apparently the sharks, as if endowed with sense like human beings, hesitated and gathered together to formulate some scheme of attack upon their strange and novel foes. One or two of the bolder ones sailed near them and flashed their dull grey sides as if in the act of turning before making a grab with their powerful jaws. Then one, bolder than the rest, dashed from the group, poised on quivering fins and, like an arrow shot from the bow, made straight for the cool and intrepid Armstrong.




  Not until he had reached within fifteen yards of the victim did Armstrong release, with a spin from his fingers, the pretty mechanical little toy, which Harold saw screwing its way through the water with a rapid dating motion as if a minnow had advanced to meet a whale. There was an anxious pause for a second, then as the tiny dart and the leviathan met, the latter seemed like a flash, to stand still, tremble, and utterly disappear. There was a little tinge of brown in the water as if a puff of submarine smoke had been wafted from somewhere, and all was over. A second shark, advancing towards Harold, met the same fate. Then, emboldened by their success, the voyagers moved forward and discharged a dozen cartridges in quick succession into the school of sharks, now standing suspiciously off, with such success that only three of the original number remained. These, warned by some peculiar instinct of the deadly superiority of their foes, pointed away towards the north, and in a few moments had disappeared from sight so quickly that it might have been all a dream.




  “I think we are well out of that,” said Harold. “We should have been in a nice position had you not hit upon the happy idea of those cartridges.”




  “I should not have dreamt of coming without some such protection,” Armstrong replied, as they moved along towards the marine forest. “We know no more about the inhabitants of the deep seas than we know concerning the virgin depths of some of the African and Brazilian forests. Who would venture into the heart of an unknown country unarmed, and what right have we to assume that the seas contain no fish more dangerous than sharks because we have not chanced to meet them? I tell you the Brazilian virgin forest contains animal forms that man has never seen. I have listened on the skirts of the roads there to sounds from the throats of creatures to which we cannot give a name, and so it is with the deep seas, and we have to-day looked upon creatures such as you never dreamt of. And if I mistake not, in yonder forest we shall see forms more curious still.”




  They passed under the curious heavy foliage at length, then paused for a moment to contemplate its wondrous beauty. The trees were large and stately, floating and twisting as if stirred by some unfelt breeze, and though the trunks of these marvellous plants were of immense diameter, they did not stand erect like earthly plants; but it was apparent that the water sustained them. Indeed, the stems were soft and porous, and opaque like dark wine-coloured jelly. They had flowers of all kinds of brilliant hues, large striped parti-coloured blossoms, growing in large bunches out of masses of leaves, perfectly transparent and varied in hue, so as to utterly baffle description.




  The forest illusion was rendered still more perfect by a huge number of peculiar looking creatures that crept like squirrels amongst the branches, a creature with a head covered with fur like a rat and also with long talon-shaped claws, whilst the tail tapered off like that of a fish.




  “How wonderfully strange and beautiful!” Harold exclaimed, as he looked around him. “In my wildest dreams I never imagined this. But why do these very peculiar little creatures so suddenly seem to fall and disappear as if they had been abruptly deprived of life?”




  “Look there!” Armstrong cried, “Down for your life.”




  As he spoke there arose, apparently from nowhere, a long tendril like a thin lasso, which, darting up some fifty or sixty feet, twisted round the neck of one of the first animals and brought it to the sand, dead and motionless. Then the lasso seemed to draw it along till lasso and victim disappeared behind a gigantic rock, a little further away.




  “Not a nice thing to have wound lovingly round one’s neck,” Harold said with a little shudder. “Nevertheless I must see what it means.”




  “Best he careful,” Armstrong advised, “goodness only knows what extraordinary creature is behind that rock. We had better make a wide detour.”




  They shifted round cautiously until they rounded the rock, fully two hundred yards on the further side. Underneath a hollow shelf-like ledge they could see something moving with long feelers, one of which doubtless had been used for the purpose of catching the creature’s prey. As the spectators hesitated to go forward, they heard a peculiar snapping sound, and the lurking monster, like a colossal spider, ran out of his hole a little way and stood in their full view on the sand. He seemed to be angry and alarmed, and to cautiously regard one of the fish-creatures that lay a few yards away from his serpentine feelers.




  The thing was nothing but a lobster. But what a lobster, with a body fully twenty feet in diameter, and three times the length, and with big claws, capable of closing round and crushing an ordinary horse! It had a great mouth fitted with teeth like those of a saw, and eyes large and round as moons glittering with rage and suspicious apprehension. It stood, arched like an angry cat, perched upon its smaller legs, if the huge, bony mailed extenders could be so called, and poised ready for a spring, keeping the round, angry eyes fixed on the prey a little distance of, whilst the claws snapped together, with a sound as great as a volley fired by a company of infantry.




  “I trust all that is not intended for us,” Harold observed. “Fancy having your body ripped between such a pair of claws as those.”




  “We are not the cause,” Armstrong replied, “besides, we are armed. There is an enemy, and we shall probably see a fight.”




  Almost before the signs were finished on Armstrong’s fingers, from beneath another rock emerged the hitherto unseen antagonist, which proved to be a lobster similar in size to the first, and who ran forward in the same cat-like manner, and then paused, snapping his tremendous claws in his turn. It was a strange and interesting spectacle as the feelers were thrown on either claw, lashing each other like whips. Directly there was an attempt to remove the prey, the other would thrust out a feeler and drive him off, only to get the same treatment in his turn. With a quick move, considering their enormous size, the monsters came near to each other, roaring as they approached.




  With peculiar cries and a horrid din of rattling mail and clanging claws, the animals suddenly rushed upon each other and a moment later were rolling over one another, biting and snarling like two large dogs bent on a battle to the death. As claw met claw and mail clashed against mail, the sand and stones flew in all directions, and each thrust and parry was so rapid that the spectators could not follow anything like half the movements in the strange duel. For nearly an hour the combat proceeded till gradually the challenger seemed to weary and then turn tail with a view to escaping to his lair. The movement was fatal, however, as his antagonist immediately sprang upon his back and with the great powerful claw fairly crushed the head of his opponent, who suddenly drew out and lay perfectly still motionless and apparently dead upon the sand, whilst the victor ran nimbly to his hiding-place, apparently unhurt.




  “We can get some idea of what the creature is like, now,” Harold said, as he moved towards the prostrate monster. “I should like to measure him.”




  The words were scarcely out of his mouth before the lobster, not yet dead, shot out a claw and took him fairly round the waist with a pinch which, had not his body been fully charged with scienatic acid, would have meant instant death. It was a moment of deadly peril, as Armstrong instantly realised, for the mere pressure of the expiring monster was quite sufficient in time to crush the hardest substance, and from the expression of the fast-fading red eyes, it seemed to Armstrong that the lobster was still intent on vengeance. There was no alternative but to discharge one of the dolomite cartridges, and trust to Providence for Harold’s safe delivery.
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  A moment or two later Harold lay quiet and motionless on the sand, his captor having been blown into space. It was impossible to determine then whether the unfortunate man was dead or alive and it was with feelings of the liveliest anxiety that those above saw Armstrong half dragging, half carrying his companion to the boat, into which, with infinite difficulty, he presently got him, having first disconnected the scienatic acid tubes. Presently they saw the boat begin to rise to the surface, slowly at first, then more rapidly as the air was exhausted. Five minutes later the adventurers emerged, and Harold was lying on the raft, still as death, whilst Armstrong, with his ear on his breast, strove to catch any sign of motion of the heart.
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  HAROLD’S injuries happily did not turn out to be very serious. The force of the grip and the violence which he had received when cast away by the monster in his dying agony had produced a slight attack of congestion of the brain, which, under the skilful treatment of a native doctor and Haidee’s devoted nursing, rapidly improved. When he regained consciousness it was to find himself lying in a cool room in Don Zalva’s hacienda, with Haidee in close attendance. There was only a little stiffness and fatigue, otherwise Harold felt quite himself again. But, despite his keen interest in the doings of his companions, he was not insensible to the charms of those dark eloquent orbs that looked into his with such flattering and tender interest.




  “Ah, you are better, I see,” Haidee murmured in her own liquid language, as she laid a cool hand upon his forehead. “How glad I am, Señor Harold.”




  “I remember now,” Harold replied gratefully, as he carried the little hand to his lips, a proceeding Haidee seemed to rather like than otherwise. “I was attacked by a monster. But what happened afterwards I do not know.”




  Haidee briefly described all that had taken place, how Armstrong had succeeded in rigging up his steel cable, and how sufficient rocks had been removed from the island by the aid of dolomite without running the risk of destroying the treasure along with some portion of the original fabric.




  “But you must promise me to take no further part in the undertaking.” Haidee concluded, with a pleading glance. “I was horribly frightened before, and I do not want anything to happen to you.”




  There was no mistaking the tender inflexion of the last word, and Harold felt the hand in his tremble as she spoke. It was not the first time that those dark eyes had stirred his pulses, and more than once had he caught himself weaving rosy dreams with the brilliant Mexican beauty as the central figure. His heart beat warmly for her now, and the love which had been growing in his heart found its way to his lips.




  “Would you really care,” he whispered, “if I had been killed?”




  A bright blush dyed Haidee’s cheeks; her eyes grew very soft and luminous as he drew her down to him and looked into her flower-like face.




  “I think you know I should,” she murmured. “Ah, Señor, we women of the South are poor hands at hiding our feelings, so different to your colder beauties. I�I think if you had died my heart would have been broken. Oh, will you not promise me not to go into such terrible danger again?”




  “I will be more cautious, little one, but I cannot desert my companions,” Harold replied as he drew her down and kissed the olive cheek. “I must find this treasure, and then I shall want to share it with a dearer treasure still.”




  Haidee knew what he meant and asked no further questions. As the bright days flew swiftly on, and Harold grew strong again, they lingered in the shade of the balcony and taught one another the old, old story which is the same for all time and in every language. As she lay on his breast with his arms around her, or, with the force of tropical passion, kissed him as if her love were almost pain, they talked of the future, molested and suspected by none, says Barrados, who watched and spied as only a Spaniard can do. He cursed Harold’s success, Haidee’s contempt filled him with bitterness, for he loved her too, and swore to be avenged when the time and opportunity were ripe.




  “Beware of him,” Haidee said again and again. “Whenever you go down below the sea again, I shall be present to see that he does not play you false. I can manage the apparatus now as well as any one, and with that faithful O’Brady on my side will see that he does you no harm.”




  “He will not in any case,” Harold said cosily. “He has too much at stake.”




  But this loving dalliance, pleasant as it was, did not suit Armstrong, who peremptorily cut it short by demanding to know when Harold intended to resume work again. They were very short handed, he explained as he came up to the hacienda one morning, and, besides, the time had arrived when a serious attempt to raise the island must be made.




  “I am ready now,” Harold replied, regardless of Haidee’s entreating looks. “I had no idea that there was any hurry. Tell me what you have done.”




  Armstrong related everything as they walked down to the shore, accompanied by Haidee and Don Zalva, who, hearing that a great experiment was about to be tried, decided to join in watching the operations.




  “I have taken as much of the lava rock from the island as I dare,” Armstrong said; “if we go any deeper we might destroy the tectonic, which may be hidden on a high point of the original circle for all I know to the contrary. According to my calculations, the island ought to float now, and I cannot think why it does not, unless it has become attached to the native soil and been to a certain extent embedded in. The sand has been cleared away from round the edges and the short coral formation exposed; in fact, it is like a great hollow inverted tooth in a sound gum. I propose to crawl below it and insert sufficient dolomite underneath, and thus give the necessary shock to raise it.”




  “You think that that would have the desired effect?” Harold asked. “Perhaps, on the other hand, it may blow the coral all to pieces.”




  “Certainly not, because, as I told you before, the dolomite only strikes out in a horizontal direction, so that I shall, as it were, merely break off the fangs. Once that is done the island will float to a certainty.”




  Apparently much had been done during Harold’s absence. By using one of the marine telescopes he saw that the island had been nearly cleared of stone, and only a few feet remained where the native coral cropped out here and there, and the shape of the island was as sharply defined as if it had been engraved on a map. Fortunately for the search party Don Zalva had succeeded in unearthing an ancient chart of Mea Culpa, Santa Anna, and in fact all the small islands dotted about, showing the exact names of every bay and gulf, even down to the most minute detail.




  “This helps us greatly,” Armstrong observed, as he displayed the chart for the benefit of Harold, who had not seen it before. “On the cypher, you remember, is a figure thus (image of skull and right-pointing arrow)




  “which is calculated to baffle anyone, but on the old plan you have in your hand you will see that the inland is shaped like a lobster’s claw, with an almost landlocked bay between. The tips of these claws are severally called on the chart Three Star and Shule Points respectively. Look at the cypher and see how this helps us to read the first line.”




  “It seems feasible,” Harold said, after a little time. “I can make it out to read: ‘From ye Three Star Point take a�’ Oh yes, that would be a boat, I suppose. ‘Take a boat to Shule Point,’ which means across from one point to another. The rest is all Greek at present.”




  “But do not forget that with the telescope we can distinctly see a coral rock on Three Star Point, where three deep stars have been engraved,” Barrados exclaimed with intense eagerness. His eyes were flashing, his face was quivering with greed and avarice, so that Haidee turned away in disgust. “Once the inland is floated we could soon trace out the rest of the cypher. Why should we make any further delay in the matter?”




  Eager as they all were now for the experiment to take place, the afternoon was wearing or before everything was ready for the descent. The submarine ship was equipped with everything necessary, including nearly an ounce of dolomite, that being a sufficient quantity on land, according to Armstrong’s estimate, to destroy a city, though barely enough under water to dislodge the fangs by which the island was attached to the bottom. The voyagers were also equipped with everything they needed. This being done, Armstrong gave his final instruction.




  “Coventry, you know how to work the scienatic tube,” he said, “and if you forget anything, Larry is to be trusted. You will watch with the telescope and you will easily know when the mine is fired, which I shall do by attaching to the electric machine I have at the base of the steel strand, the large dolomite cartridge. I shall then place it directly under the island, and when I touch the battery below, the explosion will slice off the island as a knife cuts a carrot. Barrados, are you ready?”




  “I?” Barrados asked, white as ashes. “Do you really propose to take me?”




  “Of course I do, man, as Coventry is hardly fit, and Larry is out of the question.”




  “The saints be praised!” Larry ejaculated fervently. “It isn’t often that I don’t resent any reflections on my duty, but I forgive you this time, Captain dear.”




  Armstrong turned angrily on Barrados, who looked down doggedly as he saw the glance of contempt by which he was favoured on all sides. But despite the scorn with which they treated him, he remained unmoved.




  “It is impossible,” he faltered; “I cannot, I will not go with you.”




  Armstrong was not the man to waste time in unnecessary argument. He turned to Harold, who nodded his head, despite an exclamation from Haidee, which was not lost on Barrados, whose heart was berating with mortification.




  “I must go,” Harold said, speaking more to Haidee, than the rest. “There will be no danger like there was before, and this will be for the last time. Larry, help me on with my canvas suit, and see nothing is forgotten.”




  With a muttered curse on the cowardice of Barrados, Larry obeyed, whilst Haidee looked on with white face and clasped hands. She was afraid; some instinct told her that something was about to happen, and once the island floated she knew then those below would be entirely at the mercy of the Spaniard.




  But she knew exactly how to act. O’Brady, who would do anything for her, was present also, and she determined to stay and see that no outrage was perpetrated upon Armstrong and the man she loved.




  “There is nothing further to wait for,” Armstrong said curtly, as he saw that everything was ready. “Lower the tube away there.”




  The voyagers entered, and were speedily running downwards, guided this time by the steel strand than ran through a loop in the top. The watchers with the telescopes saw them descend, then as Haidee turned round uneasily, she noticed that none of the distilled scienatic acid was falling into the metal cup. She indicated the fact to Larry, who replenished the retort, which he declared had been full a few moments before. Haidee turned to Barrados who affected to be watching the voyagers with the deepest interest.




  “Don’t try it again,” she said between her white little teeth. “It is too dangerous.”




  “I do not understand,” Barrados returned, with an evil smile. “If I were to�”




  “You understand me, and I understand you, Señor. You may be sure of that. It is dangerous for those who are below, as I know very well. It will be still more dangerous for you if such a thing is repeated. There are a dozen men on the island who would shoot you like a dog if I only gave the word, and not ask a question first. Beware how you anger me.”




  Barrados turned away with some muttered apology, his heart more revengeful against Coventry than ever. And meanwhile the adventurous pair reached the ground in safety, and taking their materials, which included the wire from the electric battery, which had been moved for that purpose, advanced across the sands to where the island stood out, to use Armstrong’s expression, like a gigantic hollow tooth inserted in a sound gum.




  They could literally see beneath it in places where the coral formed caverns, some of them forty feet high, and having branch passages leading everywhere. In these gloomy caves, Armstrong and his companion could see several giant shadows moving, and occasionally the ugly snout of a shark obtruded, only to be greeted with one of the deadly cartridges, before which it fell like midges before a modern cannon. So far as they could see, the hollow dome of the island was one large cave, connected by wide irregular passages, into which neither of them cared to venture.




  “This is a difficulty I did not foresee,” Armstrong signalled. “To sever every fang, we must lay the cartridge somewhere near the centre, and to do that one of us must carry it there, which means quite half-a-mile walk and back again. It would be a nice thing to run up against one of those lobster gentlemen at such close quarters. I am not afraid of anything in the open.”




  It was an awkward situation, and one out of which there was apparently no possible escape except to run the risk of contact with some hidden monster. Finally they decided to enter side by side, and at every few yards discharge, to the right and left and in front, some of the dolomite cartridges, of which they had a great number. This precaution was apparently needed, for as they advanced there escaped out into the open such a number of erratic monsters as the mind of man never conceived. There were lobsters only a little less in size than the one that had been so nearly fatal to Coventry, water-snakes, and, more curious than all the rest, a species of alligator, without scales, like a gigantic newt, of which seemed to scent the approach of some unseen danger.




  At the end of a quarter of an hour they had penetrated as far as Armstrong deemed it advisable to go, and, laying the cartridge on a level plateau of rock, with the electric wire attached, crawled back till they stood in the soft level light of open ocean again.




  “Well out of that!” Harold exclaimed. “I am not a nervous man, but after the other day I like to know where I am going and where the danger comes from. Did you ever see such an extraordinary-looking lot of creatures in your life?”




  Harold pointed to the marine curiosities now slinking back one by one to their lairs. But Armstrong was far too interested in the electric battery to pay any attention to the strange shapes he saw around him.




  “I am going to fire the mine,” he said. “If you will watch it carefully you will see a sight such as you have never seen in your life before, curious as these things appear to be. Now note the effect of the shot.”




  Armstrong pressed his finger on the button, and then, as if by magic, the island seemed to rock and tremble, and finally, after a convulsive movement, rose slowly and with a majestic motion upwards till it floated like a cloud into the inky strata of water above the voyagers’ heads.




  “Look!” Armstrong cried, as he caught Harold’s arm, and attempted to drag him back. “What have we done? Heaven help us, we are lost!”




  A brilliant light, small at first, but then increasing in size, rose from under their very feet, till they were nearly blind. As if impelled by some tremendous power, they were literally forced towards the light, and as they reached it, still clinging to each other, they were whirled round and round with dizzy force. Then they fell headlong into space with millions and millions of tons of water dropping through a chasm in the floor as fluid bursts from a gigantic nozzle.
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  THE island had floated, of that there could be no possible doubt. For a time the watchers above were too deeply engrossed in following this to notice the fate of Armstrong and Coventry. It seemed to them as if some Titanic monster of the deep had been freed from its cramping chains as the island swayed and tossed, each pitch throwing off the gigantic boulders that held down the coral, as one might raise one end of a board covered with stones and slide them off. Then the huge mass began to rise to the surface.
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  “Back to the land for your lives!” Barrados shouted. “Should that mass rise and strike this platform it would smash it into a thousand pieces.”




  Fortunately for the spectators the pressure of water upon the rising island was so tremendous that at first it came up slowly, and thus gave them ample time to rush along the pontoon and gain the land. Once there, they had not long to wait, as presently the enormous mass rose with a prodigious turmoil and lashing of waters. It seemed to strike the raft and pontoon and shiver it, as if it had been composed of paper. It was some time before the waves ceased to beat and lash and when finally the disturbance had subsided the spectators saw a huge bank of mud and ooze drifting slowly towards the shore, where eventually it grounded so close that at low tide there would be no necessity for a boat to connect it with the mainland.




  “But where are they?” Harold asked, inspired by a sudden fear. “That mass appears to me to lie over the very spot where they ought to come up. Oh, they are lost! See, the steel rope has broken!”




  It certainly had, as one end had been snapped, and the sudden tension had caused it to fly, as if it had been a piece of cotton carried on the breeze. Barrados, indifferent as he was to the fate of his companions, so long as the main object was achieved, regarded the speaker helplessly.




  “It could not matter much,” he said. “In any case they have the tube to rise in, the steel strand only being used as a guide. There is no cause for uneasiness on the score of their safety.”




  But Haidee was not to be convinced, Don Zalva and O’Brady sharing her apprehensions. Not until they had taken a raft and pushed off beyond the recovered island would she be satisfied, and even then she insisted upon accompanying the rest of the little company.




  With the deepest apprehension she took O’Brady’s glasses, and, looking over the edge of the raft, peered down into the depths made clear by Armstrong’s marvellous telescope. There was nothing to be seen there save the curious marine monsters, the waving forest, and the peculiar strange light upon the spot where the wonderfully recovered island had lain. Over the luminous light the waters seemed to toss and whirl like a funnel of white foam, until it became clear that the sea was pouring into a deep chasm, drawing everything within a certain radius into to vortex. Haidee and the others noted how fish and other marine monsters came into the influence of the tremendous streams, and how, once they were whirled round once or twice, they then apparently were drawn down into the centre of the earth.




  “I cannot understand this awful mystery,” Haidee said at length, as he laid down her glass with a sob. “It looks to me as if a gigantic pit had been unsealed, and as if all the waters were pouring into the centre of the earth.”




  “And thus causing an enormous whirlpool,” Don Zalva, much moved himself, replied. “There is no doubt now that our friends have been drawn into its influence and carried somewhere below. Even the tube has disappeared. We can hope; but as for the rest we must leave it to Providence.”




  The speaker put up his glass with an air of genuine sorrow and emotion. Haidee, maddened and distressed, her heart bursting with grief, demanded that she might be put back to shore, and so they returned quiet and sorrowful, with the exception of Larry, whose grief was more violent.




  “And all this comes of trying to live where man has no business,” he said, with the tears running down his furrowed cheeks. “Nature sent that island down there, and intended it to remain. And sure it’s myself that would give that dirty strip of mud to see my master back again, and think I had the best of the bargain. Treasure! what’s treasure to a man who dies before he lives to enjoy it?”




  But the party was too overcome with grief to notice Larry’s curious form of logic, all except Barrados, who inwardly rejoiced to find himself bereft of a rival and the sole claimant to untold treasure at the same time. Now that. Coventry was no more, there was no reason why he should not prevail open Haidee to share his lot, especially as now there was every probability of his claim being backed up by the possession of unknown wealth. But had he known the contempt his conduct during the day had inspired in Haidee’s mind, he would have felt less confidence in the ultimate result. He said nothing as Haidee and her father walked sorrowfully homeward, and Larry, with his face to the sea, was calling down objurgations upon the fatal and mysterious island.




  Afternoon changed to night, and night to morning, and no signs of the missing men appeared. Don Zalva came down to the shore personally to enquire, with the information that Haidee was too utterly prostrated by the calamity of the day previous to come down in person. After a little desultory conversation with Barrados, who was no favourite of his, he returned to his hacienda, leaving the Spaniard free to make what his impatient soul had been longing for�a full and thorough examination of the island.




  Larry was safely out of the way, having been sent up to the hacienda on some idle pretext, where Barrados knew he would remain so long as Haidee’s pretty maid, Isidore, chose to retain him. The powerful sun of the past two days had dried up all the mud and ooze that remained upon the fateful island, which was not much, as it had been thoroughly washed during its rise on the previous day. The tide was at the half-ebb as Barrados strode down the sand, and, wading across the little strip of water, found himself at length upon the very place which had occupied his exciting dreams for some years past.




  There was no mistake as to the island being one of coral formation. All the soil had been washed away; all the lava boulders, with one or two exceptions, had also disappeared, and all that remained was the naked coral, embedded here and there with huge stones, round which the fabric had been constructed generations ago, when the world was young. Whatever the formation of the rocks might have been, they were part of the original fabric and entirely different from the lava slabs by which the island had been submerged when the eruption took place from the volcano on Caraba nearly three centuries before.




  Barrados gazed anxiously around him and a sense of elation filled him as he noted how small was the area he had to investigate. So far as he could guess, from a rough calculation, the island was some seven acres altogether�not much, it is true, but quite enough without some guide to go upon. In the centre the coral rose till it attained the height of some fifty feet or so, and on this Barrados climbed. From that reign of vantage, with a strong binocular, he examined every portion minutely, so that he might, if possible, find something upon which to work out his calculations.




  He took a copy of the cypher from his pocket and studied it intently for some moments. The first part was clear enough, and his heart gave a throb as, looking through his binocular, he noticed on the southern spur of the claw that formed the little partially-locked bay, the table-like rock on which were cut three star-shaped marks. What was on the other cape or claw, he could not see.




  “It seems right enough,” he muttered, “from the Three Star Point in a boat�yes that must be a boat to Skull Point, which means crossing over to the opposite point, which on Don Zalva’s old chart is called Skull Point. Let us see what is there.”




  With these words Barrados descended and walked round to the northern horn. There he found, surrounded by a raised bed of coral, a number of flat stones, one of which bore the rude outline of a skull. His interest was still further excited as he noted that these flat stones had evidently been cemented in at some time, and three of them bore tolerably legible inscriptions.




  “They are tombstones,” said Barrados triumphantly. “Then these half-circles on the cypher were intended to represent the resting-place of certain sailors.”




  It seemed clear enough now, read in the light of this discovery. The searcher took the first tombstone upon which he could trace something. He passed the second, and then, coming to the third, with a thrill of exultation he read the following legend. The letters were rudely cut, and some of them had to be picked out with a knife before he could make out what was written:�




  “To ye Memory of


  RICHD. VAUGHAN.


  For twenty-two years ye faithful friend of


  Amyas Coventry


  By whom he was buried here.”




  “And dig down under the third tombstone, which is Richard Vaughan,” Barrados muttered, as he read the cypher again. “Until I shall find a something I cannot understand and three skulls. So the scent is getting warmer. But to dig under that stone requires something more than the ordinary implements of husbandry�it will require to be blown up.”




  The stone was closely embedded in the coral. The cement, which had groove hard as the original fabric, defied the steel knife-blade. There was nothing for it but to procure a drill, and with a charge of powder, blow the stone from its long resting place.




  Barrados looked cautiously around, but so far as he could see, no human being was in sight. Hurriedly he returned to the shore and, taking some powder, fuse, a steel drill, and a cord, returned to his exciting pastime.




  As he hastened towards the island, Larry looked round the corner of the workshed and, stepping quietly inside, proceeded to watch the movements of the Spaniard with an interest which was largely increased by the suspicion with which he regarded that individual.




  “If you had been an Englishman none of this would have happened,” he said sorrowfully, as he shook his fist at the retreating figure. “I’ll warrant you had a hand in this, you oily scoundrel. But so long as I’m here you don’t walk off with all that treasure, Mr. Barrados, Esquire.”




  Unconscious of the espionage, Barrados returned to his task. With the powerful glass, Larry could watch every movement. He saw the Spaniard ply the steel drill and presently ram the hole he had made with a charge of powder. He lighted his fuse and quickly shielded himself behind a ledge of coral. There was a puff and a sudden report, and the tombstone lying over all that remained of Richard Vaughan was shivered into a thousand pieces. With something more than curiosity, the Spaniard approached to see the result of his handiwork.




  Below lay a natural grave formed out of the coral bed. There was no coffin, since there was no occasion for anything of the kind. Within the narrow lid lay a perfect skeleton partially covered with clothes that had long since rotted away. There was a massive ring set with brilliants on the forefinger of the left hand, an earnest of something better to follow, that caused the Spaniard’s eyes to gleam with rapacious greed. By the side of the skeleton lay a curious old mattock or spade, evidently the sign on the cypher, Barrados thought, and at the feet, neatly arranged, were three skulls.




  “Until there is reached a spade and three skulls,” Barrados muttered as he freely translated the cypher. “In the second skull will be found a key. Well, everything appears to be perfectly correct so far. And now to sea if I can find the key to which allusion is made.”




  The speaker raised the third skull, every movement being clearly visible to Larry, who followed it with breathless interest. Barrados drew therefrom a little packet strongly fastened with wax, and, replacing the skull again, opened the package, and there dropped into his hand a steel key, bright and clear as the day it had been turned out by the locksmith.




  “So far so good,” Barrados murmured. “The rest does not seems no easy.”




  It was simpler, however, than it appeared. It will be remembered that the cypher went on to describe the position of the treasure by the words:




  “Then get (image of three tombstones) in one straight line, and about a (image of pistol) beyond, over against (image of block of stone) will be found a (image of 4 stars), and here all the money of mine.”




  The whole signed Amyas Coventry.




  As the drift of this became clear to the mind of Barrados, he proceeded to attach his cord, by means of a weight, to the first tombstone, and, getting all three in one straight line, drew the cord out taut, stepping backwards till he had paced off what appeared to him to be about a pistol-shot distance.




  Exactly upon that line, one way or another, he anticipated finding something in the nature of a mark containing four stars, and in this, after a little search, he was by no means disappointed. His back, as he walked backwards, came in contact with a ledge of rock placed vertically, like a step, over which the cord rose abruptly and, looking at the steep part of the step, Barrados saw the four stars.




  He examined it with fast-beating heart. Like the tombstones, the stone with the four-star legend appeared to have been cemented in, and as Barrados tapped it with his heel, it gave out a hollow sound. With a strength born of excitement he plied his drill and worked away at the stone till he had made a hole deep enough to take another charge of powder.




  He rammed home the charge and lighted his fuse, sheltering himself behind the same friendly ledge of rock, and waited for the charge to explode, with impatience that caused the time to seem like hours instead of minutes.




  Scarcely had the dull report died away before he ran to the spot to find that the charge had been completely successful. Not only was the stone shattered, but part of the coral ore was pulverised, disclosing a large oak crest, clamped and bound with iron, and which had apparently escaped the shock.




  “Now for it,” Barrados muttered, with trembling hands and sweat-bedabbled face, as he applied the key to the lock. “Now to know my fate!”




  Larry, watering closely, saw Barrados rise a moment later and wave his hands round his head, dancing and gesticulating like a madman meanwhile. He saw him fall forward and plunge his hands into something.




  But O’Brady could not see one thing�he could not see the piles and piles of golden pieces, the priceless jewels, and the unique vessels of precious metals at which Barrados was gazing in dazed tremulous amazement. The secret treasure of Santa Anna had been found.
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  DOWN that tossing, rushing whirlpool, locked together in a convulsive grip, Armstrong and Coventry fell, dazed and battered, bruised and half senseless, until it seemed as if they were being carried down to another world. The warring currents hissed and roared in their ears; the tremendous force would have crushed them as a hammer smashes an eggshell had it not been for the scienatic acid with which their bodies were rendered impervious to any outside pressure.
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  So long as they kept falling it mattered little. What Armstrong, who still retained sense and reason, most feared was contact with some solid body, in which case escape was hopeless. As they continued to fall, still locked together, the condition of the water changed. The shaft of liquid crystal still retained its tunnel-like shape, but gradually became lighter and more diaphanous, until the luckless men could see through it as though they were being shot down an interminable hollow glass cylinder.




  Presently they appeared to arrive at the base of the cylinder, which spread out and seemed to strike upon another body of water with a tremendous roar and hissing spray, as if an immense cataract had fallen from the clouds, twenty Niagaras in one hurtling upon a plane of placid and motionless ocean.




  The rush and roar gradually faded away as the adventurers were carried down, down into the translucent depth by the enormous forces behind them, till presently they began to rise again, and finally reached the surface about gunshot distance from the round, shining pillar of water that appeared to fall out of space.




  They did not rise a moment too soon, as the scienatic acid, no longer replenished by the tube, had commenced to evaporate, and a desire to breathe again had made itself painfully apparent. Armstrong’s face as he rose was quite purple, and a little stream of blood oozed from Coventry’s nostrils. For a few moments red spots danced and flickered before their eyes, then gradually, as they lay on their backs beating the water for air, sense and feeling returned.




  They were saved. The scienatic acid had served them in good stead. Their bodies, almost petrified by the drug, had merely been shot down that awful shaft of water from one world into another ether, and they had come off quite unscathed, save that there was absolutely not a rag on either, and every hair, even to their eyebrows, had been taken away as clean as if they had been shaven. Nothing could better explain the force of the awful avalanche of water they had so recently experienced.




  Now that all danger for the present was passed they had an opportunity of taking in their surroundings. Atmosphere or sky overhead there appeared to be none, although the soft brilliant light pointed to a planet somewhere. On all sides, as far as the eye could see, there was nothing but clear crystal water, still and glassy except where the cataract was falling, and dotted at intervals by beautiful little domains floating on the water, each apparently anchored and divided off from its neighbour by aquatic lanes shaded by trees.




  Imagine a kind of modern Venice transferred to the suburb of some large town, and instead of paths and roads nothing but the purest water and some idea of the scene as witnessed by our adventurers will be presented.




  Each floating domain contained a house and garden perfectly square, round which trees were planted, hanging over the water’s edge, so that each liquid thoroughfare was a grove or avenue of foliage. There seemed to be mile after mile of these residences, every one of which appeared to be composed of crystal, as they glittered and flashed in the brilliant but mellow light, the source of which seemed to be a mystery.




  “We are not dreaming, I suppose?” Harold remarked, as he dragged himself on to one of the floating platforms and flung himself amongst the flowers, which appeared to grow like grass everywhere, breathless and exhausted. “We are evidently still in the universe, and it seems to me that we have come upon inside our own.”




  “So it would seem,” Armstrong remarked coolly. “Indeed, from the way we were drawn in, it is certain that the earth is hollow, as the water found a vent somewhere. And, as I live, there is another of those water spouts!”




  Armstrong pointed to a second column of descending water, some mile or two away, and which was exactly similar to the one which had so nearly caused a fatal catastrophe, so far as they were concerned. Still further on in the distance another could be seen, which accounted for the fact that the world into which they had so suddenly been hurled was a watery one entirely.




  “I wonder what the size of this place is?” Armstrong went on. “From the time it took us to exhaust the scienatic acid, which was practically done by the time we rose to the surface again, we must have been falling for a steady hour. Allowing the fall to average five hundred feet a second, as it must have done, we in that time descended at the rate of over thirty thousand feet per minute, or say one million eight hundred thousand feet in the time. Six million yards is, roughly speaking, three hundred and forty miles, which takes some hundred miles off.”




  “If you would devote your attention to discovering some method whereby we could obtain something to cover us, it would be better,” Harold interrupted impatiently. “You are a very good fellow, Armstrong, but you and your calculations have brought us to a sorry pass. I should not mind if I were clad, though.”




  “I was trying to work out a problem which occurred to me as to how we might return to our mundane sphere,” Armstrong replied. “I almost had it in my grasp, when you interrupted me. Still, the clothes difficulty is a serious one, especially as I see some being coming this way.”




  Out of the crystal house, upon the square floating garden where the adventurers were seated, there came a dazzling white figure that bore down towards them. At first he appeared to be dressed all in white, but as he�for it was a man�came nearer, they saw that despite the fact that his limbs were exactly similar in shape to their own, and though his face was handsome and refined, the body was clothed, with the exception of hands, face and feet, in a beautifully fitting garment of some white fur, thick and shiny as sealskin, and equally glossy. But the skin was not a dress. It was a natural growth. The man was a human seal.




  Without a particle of fear he approached the adventurers, and for some moments stood regarding them with the same curiosity they bestowed upon him. Bereft of his hairy coating, the denizen of the mysterious world presented no difference, save that he was fairer, and his face was beautifully soft and delicate, like a woman’s; indeed, any society beauty would have envied such a complexion.




  “Who are you, and what brings you here?” the strange being asked in peculiarly odd tones, but in excellent English, to the astonishment of the listeners. “You are like us, and yet you are quite different to an Astran.”




  “We speak the same language,” Armstrong replied. “We are quite as astonished to see you as you are to see us, and we shall be happy to explain if you will find us something wherewith to hide our nakedness.”




  “You are not similarly clad by nature to us, then?” the Astran asked.




  “Not covered with skins as you are,” Harold put in. “We wear garments.”




  The Astran shook his head, as if the phrase had no meaning for him, and then, bidding the adventurers wait till his return, came back at length carrying a quantity of soft drapery which Armstrong and Harold arranged about themselves as well as they could, fastening the same with some thread, which their involuntary host took the precaution to bring along.




  “Uncomfortable, but passable,” Harold remarked, as he caught sight of his queer aspect and bald, shining head in the translucent water. “And now, sir, as we owe you a debt, we will tell you who we are and from whence we came.”




  The Astran listened with profound attention and many exclamations of astonishment to Armstrong’s wonderful narrative and his lucid but necessarily brief account of the upper world. Then he spoke in his turn.
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  “You ask me who I am, and how I came to speak your language.” he said. “I am Telba, the name which in borne by all my race, and this is the kingdom of Astra. Until today I, in common with my fellows, regarded regarded this as the one and only universe. How I came to speak your language I cannot tell, but it has always been our dialect since the world�our world�was created three hundred years ago by one Albert, our god and founder. That god was probably an adventurous Englishman who found his way here by some means we shall never discover. Our world is not a large one, being some eight thousand miles in diameter, and consists entirely of water, as you see here. Our residences are all floating ones. We borrow wood from those who can spare it from their trees as families are formed, and the rich mud from the bottom of the water soon becomes a beautiful garden when laid on the raft.




  “Our houses are formed of a clear, crystal-like formation which we can obtain from the waters, it being the product of a certain insect. We have no rulers, all are on a perfect equality; and as for food, all we require you see before you. Our water evaporates quickly, and chemical action, as our elderly friend here calls it, acts upon the liquid, and produces everywhere the soft brilliant light which illuminates our kingdom.




  “To make up for the evaporation, we have those huge cascades of water falling from where we cannot tell, except that it does come, and without it we should speedily be a muddy swamp. We do not eat as you speak of doing, but only drink the water, which is both in the nature of meat and drink to us. Therefore we do not require what you describe as fire. We have no means to cook, no clothes to wear, besides the soft white skins in which we were born. Consequently, every household requires nothing. No dust or dirt rises here, we have nothing to do but live our lives and enjoy them. No sickness troubles us�our happiness is complete. We are equally at home on land or water. We can pass our time above or stay in the crystal depths below at pleasure. Indeed, that is what we usually do in the daytime, which accounts for the quietness here.”




  Telba, as he called himself, paused and emitted a low piercing whistle, and immediately afterwards there appeared from the pellucid waters a number of forms like himself, who quickly sprang upon the floating gardens, where they stood contemplating the strangers with lively curiosity. Directly they emerged from the water they became perfectly dry, as a seal or an otter does. They were of all ages and sexes, the women especially the younger ones, being without an exception singularly beautiful. Their features were regular, classic, and with the sweetest possible expression. Every face was fair, and every eye a beautiful deep blue, whilst their skins were like alabaster, touched on the cheeks with the most transparent pink hue.




  They did not crowd round with vulgar curiosity, but remained at a proper distance whilst Telba explained the singular narrative of the adventurers.




  “Henceforth, they are our guests,” Telba concluded. “Go and spread the news far and wide, and wherever they go let them be well and duly treated.”




  With many manifestations of friendship the beautiful creatures one by one plunged into the water again with graceful ease, and a few minutes later the adventurers were alone again with Telba.




  “You spoke just now of food,” Harold remarked. “I pray you show me where it can be found, for I am hungry after my journey.”




  By way of reply Telba made a cup out of the leaf of a pitcher-like plant, and, dipping it in the crystal tide, handed it to the speaker, at the same time bidding him drink freely of the contents. He did so, and found himself so immediately refreshed that he partook of another and another, till, after the third, he experienced the same sensations as a healthy hungry man does who has partaken of a good meal.




  “It is a singularly happy and ideal life,” Armstrong remarked when he had followed a similar example. “And you appear to have everything ready to your hand. But to mortals like ourselves it would become tedious in the extreme after a time. You understand?”




  Telba inclined his head, as did Harold, who was thinking of Haidee’s dark eyes and how she would take the news of his supposed death. He perfectly agreed with Armstrong, although politeness restrained him from saying so.




  “I understand your meaning and appreciate it,” Telba replied. “You mean that you would like to return some time to your own world.”




  “Precisely; and the sooner the better, as we have so much depending upon it. You say that you possess the power of living equally well on land as on water. Do you think it would be possible to convey that power to us?”




  Telba shook his head thoughtfully. It was only an art that had come from the constant practice of generations.




  “My idea is this,” Armstrong went on, as he turned to Harold, “I want to get under that cataract of water again, as I have an idea that the base, falling as it does with a twisting motion like a corkscrew, is hollow. I believe that there is a large cone-shaped chamber there filled with air, into which it is quite possible to penetrate by diving deep and rising gradually to the surface. If I could once get there I should have hopes of returning to earth yet.”




  “But how,” Harold asked, “could you penetrate such a tube of water as that?”




  “By the outlet spray,” Armstrong said boldly. “If it will penetrate downwards it will do the name upwards�indeed, more, as the gas rises upwards. That being done, I should have a hollow tube four hundred and fifty miles in length, up which we must contrive to make our escape to our proper sphere again.”




  Harold laughed, utterly amazed at the stupendous audacity of the idea. The suggestion of two men attempting to climb a tube of polished steel�for the water would give an equal resistance�a perpendicular tube reaching a greater distance than from London to Edinburgh was absolutely ridiculous.




  “I am going to try it,” Armstrong said, unmoved, “I can make a retort out of the crystal from which these dwellings are formed, and fire I can easily get. Once I have those things I can manufacture both onthal and dolomite, to say nothing of scienatic acid. If our friend here does not mind being our guide he can tow us down under the waterspout, and I can examine the air-chamber which I know exists in the centre.”




  “And that we shall do by charging ourselves with scienatic acid?” Harold asked. “It will be a risky experiment, especially as the acid is so transient, and we have no means of keeping up the supply.”




  Armstrong only smiled. To that wonderful man, difficulties were merely pastimes, little pleasures which cropped up only to be overcome by energy and determination.




  “Give me a day or two to turn it over,” he replied, “and I will then tell you all my plans. I begin to see a way already. We shall return yet.”




  Harold looked at the tremendous waterspout and smiled sarcastically.
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  NEVER till that moment had Harold fully appreciated Armstrong’s wonderful ingenuity and marvellous fertility of resource. With apparently no material of any kind at hand, he began to construct an extraordinary contrivance for reaching the upper world again and, when once the novelty of the situation had passed away, and the Astrans accepted their visitors as a matter of course, operations commenced in earnest.




  The Astrans, equally at home on land and water, and playing about in the depths below, were excited in discovering something that aroused their curiosity and which, when raised to the surface, turned out to be the iron tube, or submarine boat, which the adventurers had used to reach the submerged Santa Anna. It was bent and battered into a fantastic shape but Armstrong regarded the steel and iron framework with the eyes of a man who has discovered a treasure.




  “The very material I wanted,” he explained to Harold. “Indeed had not we found that I do not know what I should have done. If we could only contrive to force that battered mass open, it contains powders and liquids which would simply be invaluable to me at the present time. There is in the inner chamber, as you know, the raw material for making onthal, scienatic acid, and dolomite. Once that is done I am saved weeks of weary toil.”




  After many attempted they succeeded in removing the outer shell of the boat. Fire, a novelty for the Astrans, was used, and once the outer portion was removed, and Armstrong discovered his box of tools within, it was easy, to force a way into the inner chamber, which perfectly air-tight, and where numerous bottles and packages were discovered. They had now all that was required, metal and tools and the various powders used in manufacturing the several articles by which they had already accomplished so much.




  With minute toil and difficulty, Armstrong succeeded in forming a retort out of the crystal of which the Astran dwellings were constructed. It was easy enough to store away the scienatic acid in bottles of which they had plenty, so that, were an attempt made to penetrate the gigantic waterspout, by diving under its base and into the hollow air tunnel, which Armstrong’s scientific knowledge told him existed, it would be possible to convey enough of the acid with them to replenish their bodies for the return journey.




  For short distances and those requiring speed, it would be quite sufficient to inhale the acid from a bottle direct, and one bottle would contain enough in a condensed form to last several hours. Of course when under the waterspout it would not be required.




  “But I do not see that this is going to help you,” Harold remarked as he watched his adventurous partner distilling the powerful essences. “If you find an air-chamber in the centre of that immense cataract, where the water lies smooth and peaceful, as you say, I do not reckon much on that. The great question as to how we are to return to earth remains as yet unsolved.”




  “It does now, but it will not do so long,” Armstrong replied, calmly. “Remember what I did with a tiny spray of onthal. With it I pierced a hole two feet in diameter to the depth of eighteen hundred feet of water. The jet then was no larger than a pin-point, but you see the water was, as I may say, paralysed before it. Wherever that gas touches, it permeates. I firmly believe if I were to try a strong spray I could bore a hole in that fall of water from end to end, although, it is nearly five hundred miles in length. Pshaw! man, anything can be done by the man who thinks and tries. Look here!”




  So saying, Armstrong unrolled some hundred feet or two of India-rubber piping, which was fitted at the one end with a small tap and hose. Out of the battered boat he also took a large square of India-rubber cloth, which he fashioned into a big cloth, something like the silk hollow of a balloon.




  “I fill this with onthal,” he went on, “or at least I fill it with onthal when I get to the centre of the waterspout, where I propose to erect a small platform if these good people will let me have wood enough. You shall see presently what means I am going to adopt to get this to play upon the water, and so make my funnel, up which we must climb to another world.”




  “‘Must’ is easy enough, but ‘how’ is a great deal better,” Harold replied. “I confess that you make me more curious than ever.”




  “I dare say. You have seen an ordinary rocket thrown, say, two hundred feet in the air by means of some simple explosive like gunpowder. Now, with the aid of dolomite, I could construct rocket capable of raising us as high as fifty miles. That is fairly high, but nothing like enough, you may say. Suppose when the first rocket explosion has exhausted its force nearly, I can guarantee another explosion, and repeat this till I could guarantee a rise of as least a thousand miles; ay, if I could find the proper kind of metal, to the moon. But then we don’t want to go to the moon; we don’t even want to go more than half the thousand miles, which is my limit.”




  Further, for the present, Armstrong refused to be drawn. Day by day he worked until everything was ready, and the time came when he deemed it necessary to attempt an exploration of the waterspout. He found Telba and many of his companions quite willing to guide them, as the spirit of adventure is strong upon us all. Such a thing had never been attempted before by any Astran, but this did not deter them from entering heartily into the spirit of Armstrong’s enterprise.




  “The force of that water is tremendous,” Telba observed; “but, nevertheless, it loses itself in the general sea, and many of us have frequently passed underneath one of these cataracts without any inconvenience, or, indeed, without any disturbance at all, although we have to swim under it at a considerably lowest depth. If, as you say, you have something that renders you indifferent to water for some length of time, I have no objection to being your guide, and my daughter Asteria shall perform the same office for our younger friend here.”




  The beautiful maiden with the pure face and blue eyes, whom Armstrong and Harold knew as Asteria, the child of Telba, laughed and nodded. There could be no possible danger either, as Armstrong pointed out, because, if they found the water too turbulent it would be easy to dive again, and thus get out of unpleasant consequences.




  There would be no difficulty either, Telba informed him, in procuring enough wood to make a platform, provided that they succeeded in reaching the centre of the cataract, where Armstrong anticipated finding the quiet pool under the funnel of air.




  “There is no occasion for delay,” Armstrong remarked. “Let us go at once.”




  Telba and his daughter making no objection to the proposed arrangement, Armstrong proceeded to attach to his neck a portion of the India-rubber piping, and a small bag to contain later on enough onthal to try an experiment he had in his mind. The bottles containing the ingredients for the generation of the gas in question he secured about Harold’s shoulders, and divesting themselves of everything besides the closely-fitting undergarments that they had constructed, they proceeded to charge themselves with the scienatic acid, which they did by absorbing it out of glass bottles, two of which they took on purpose, and having done so, launched themselves into the water.




  Armstrong followed closely in Telba’s wake, whilst Asteria, who appeared to divine her way by instinct, plunged downwards, Harold, who had his finger tips on her shoulders, allowing her to guide him as she wished. It was a new but by no means unpleasant experience to find himself drifting through the crystal depths with this beautiful mermaid.




  Slowly at first, then faster and faster, they progressed, till having taken a steady downward direction, Asteria began to rise at a sign from her father. Watching them closely as he did, Harold could see that they were actually talking to one another, although, so far as he was concerned, no sound escaped their lips. They rose only to encounter a mass of foam and turbid waters, rushing with a force that fairly drove them downwards again as they tried backwards and forwards for an opening.




  Just as Asteria, faint and exhausted, was about to give up the task she saw Telba dart forward a few feet and then, with his hands down to his sides and his head held up, rise with great rapidity. Smiling pleasantly at Harold, who had been driven to his scienatic acid bottle again, she darted gracefully forward, and in a moment had commenced to rise in her turn, through the now calm, green water, although a little beyond their radius Harold could see it hissing and boiling like an angry furnace. It seemed to get lighter and lighter as they rose and presently reached the surface.




  “As I expected,” Armstrong cried, as the air dissolved the acid, and he found his voice again, “I knew that water fell with a spiral motion.”
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  Harold looked round and saw that they were floating on a small sea, quiet as green glass, a patch of fluid some two acres in extent, with a perfect wall of water around them and sitting over their heads to the height of a few feet, like a very obtuse funnel, or, to put it more plainly, as if they were in a bell tent of water. The apex was as fine as a needle. It was so still and quiet there that they were not even conscious of the tremendous din of the descending cataract. And it was this enormous mass, over four hundred miles long and considerably more than fifty feet in width, that Armstrong proposed to bore as engineers bore through a solid rock.




  “This is better than I expected,” Armstrong went on, “but do you think you could find your way here as easily again?”




  “We could not miss it now,” Telba explained. “I cannot make you understand, of course, but even in the open water there are certain signs and indications which our practised eye can read, although they are invisible to you. Asteria and I could hit the very spot blindfolded.”




  Armstrong nodded. It was all he wanted to know now. He rolled over on his back, and after a little trouble, succeeded, with Harold’s assistance, in getting into the India-rubber bag the two essences necessary to cause onthal to be formed.




  When it seemed so him that sufficient chemical action had taken place to generate the necessary gases, he raised the tube towards the apex, and, pressing the India-rubber bag under his arm, directed the stream of gas towards the green water spinning so rapidly that it appeared like one solid emerald mass. But firm and compact as it was, the effect of the onthal was instantaneous. A round cylinder opened immediately, and in a few minutes appeared to have penetrated hundreds of yards upwards, whilst Asteria and Telba looked on with astonishment.




  “I want you to pay particular attention to this,” Armstrong remarked, as he turned off the supply again, “because we shall require your assistance, and our safety depends to a great extent upon the manner in which you follow instructions. I am going to construct a large bag, to which will be attached some seven or eight of these little tubes. That bag will lie upon a platform I shall construct here, and upon that bag, when the gases are generated, I shall get a dozen or more of you to throw all your weight. You will take it in turns to do this for three hours altogether, taking care to keep the tubes pointed directly towards the apex. By this means, for nearly two hours I shall have a funnel eight or nine feet in diameter, pierced through that greet tower of falling water. Do you understand?”




  “Perfectly,” Telba, who had been following the speaker with intelligent interest, replied. “And I will get my friends to construct the platform you require without delay. But I confess I am curious to know how you propose to propel yourselves up the shaft to the outer world when it is completed.”




  “I can hardly explain that, because the details are not yet settled in my own mind,” Armstrong replied. “I shall be obliged if you will see to the platform being made as soon as possible. A wooden frame or raft, such as your houses are constructed upon, will be quite sufficient. I shall require to have a great variety of things brought here, but that is a detail.”




  Anxious to get to work at once, Armstrong applied himself to his scienatic acid bottle, and Harold did the same, so that a few moments later they were diving down into the deep green water again, the water that represented both food and drink to the simple-minded Astrans.




  Half-an-hour later Telba was back in his house, Asteria had gone off to join her young companion down below somewhere, and Armstrong was busily engaged upon his works as if every moment was of the most vital importance. But to a man of action idleness is an utter impossibility.




  A miniature forge had been constructed, and for the next two days Armstrong, who appeared to be able to do everything, had turned out seven or eight large metal cups by melting downs the old marine wreck, each cup fitting within the other tightly, but in every case being about 4in. shorter than the other, and held in its place by a metal rim. To put it more plainly, the first cup was about 9ft. in height, the next one 8ft. 8in., until the centre one, which was heavily weighted at the bottom, and covered over with a perforated conical top, was only 7ft. 8in. in height, and large enough in diameter to contain two men easily.




  In the inner cup Armstrong had stored some bottles of scienatic acid fitted with tubes for immediate use, some dolomite cartridges he had constructed, together with a small, tightly-sealed bag of onthal, the use of which will be appreciated in a short time.




  “What on earth are you going to do with those gigantic coffee-tins?” Harold asked, as at length the work was finished and Telba had come with the information that the platform had been completed.




  “Get them conveyed to the platform in the first place,” Armstrong replied dryly as he proceeded to envelope his curious invention in a rubber sheet, “if a few of Telba’s neighbours will be good enough to help us.”




  A number, who had gathered round, hearing that some interesting experiment was about to be attempted, expressed their willingness, and everything being packed in what Harold called the gigantic coffee-tins, the package was entrusted to a few stalwart Astrans, who, guided by Astoria, plunged into the water with their burden, and slowly made their way to the waterspout.




  “When are you going to make the attempt?” Harold asked.




  “Now,” Armstrong replied promptly. “I am very curious to hear the best or worst that is going to happen, and those coffee-tins as you wittily term them, are to be the means of escape from here. Get out your scienatic acid and let us be off at once. I am all impatience. Everything will be explained by the time we reach the cataract.”




  With a glance of admiration at the calm inscrutable features of his companion, Harold dropped into the water. Without hesitation Telba guided them to the centre of the waterspout, where the Astrans had already arrived with their heavy burden.




  A breathless silence pervaded the scene as Armstrong stripped off the covering and laid his implements upon the platform.
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  FOR some moments Barrados was like a man bereft of reason. With fiendish glee he danced round the the chest, he laughed and chuckled as he plunged his arms deep down amongst the glittering gold pieces and let them run through his fingers in a stream like precious fire. Thousands upon thousands of pounds met his eye. There were jewels, diamonds, sapphires, pearls, and rubies beyond price, treasures to the amount of some two millions English, costly plate of gold and silver, all securely packed in the great chest.




  Best of all, every ounce of it was his. There was nobody to dispute the possession of all that wealth which he had only to hide, a bit at a time, and then, when all suspicion had blown over, return for it directly he could get the Firefly manned at Havana. If he could only get O’Brady, the only sailor who really knew the cause of the expedition, one of the way, there was nothing to fear. It would be the work of a few days to remove the gold to the shore, where it might easily be secreted till Barrados could place it in the small iron-clamped boxes they had procured for that purpose before they had left England.




  With these thoughts in his mind, Barrados hastily piled some loose coral upon the mound under which the box lay, and walked towards the shore. So far as he could see there was no one in sight, Don Zalva not having presented an appearance, and it was necessary now to put him off the scent.




  With his drill, Barrados removed the inscription from the tombstone and also the star-shaped marks from the rocks, so that no indications pointed to in the cypher might remain, and having done this, and also removed all traces of his late occupation, the Spaniard turned inland and disappeared in the direction of Don Zalva’s hacienda.




  “Curiosity in some people is less of a fault then a disease,” Larry muttered, as at length he emerged from his hiding-place, “and I expect I inherited it from an ancestor who had it badly. Sure, I must see what he’s found, even if it’s only to show that I take an interest in the general proceedings.”




  Larry, in spite of his easygoing disposition, was by no means a fool. He had watched Barrados sufficiently closely, and had observed the landmarks with careful attention enough to know almost where the Spaniard had stood when he indulged in his extraordinary manifestations of joy. Within a short time the genial Irishman was standing over the mound of coral that Barrados had piled up to conceal the enormous treasure from the prying eyes of strangers.




  When at length he had removed the stones, and the full force of the treasure burst upon him, he simply staggered back and sat down to think. After a moment or two he replaced the stones, and then returned to the shore with his hands in his pockets, whistling softly. He could not quite grasp the whole situation yet, save that Barrados had made a discovery which he fully intended to keep to himself. Having come to this sapient conclusion, Larry lost no time in repairing to the hacienda, there to describe all he had seen and to ask Don Zalva’s advice in the matter.




  He found the latter and Barrados seated together on the balcony with a flask of wine between them and a cigarette between the lips of each, whilst Haidee, pale and languid and attended by Isidore, sat in the shadow. The latter flashed a bright coquettish glance at Larry, who responded with a florid bow. The pretty Mexican girl had made a conquest of Larry’s susceptible heart, but at the same time she had contrived to lose her own in the exchange.




  “I don’t believe there is any treasure on the island at all, and if there ever was, it must have disappeared long ago,” Barrados was saying as O’Brady came up. “The hot lava would be sufficient to destroy it.”




  Larry restrained the speaker with an expression which he intended to be cunning, but which only served to arouse the Spaniard’s suspicions. It never struck the simple-minded Irishman that under present circumstances his best policy was one of silence.




  “I shall make a thorough search to-morrow,” Barrados went on, with the peculiar smile that Haidee found so hateful, “and if I find nothing, shall send O’Brady here across to Havana to get the crew of the yacht together. They have had a long holiday, and after what has happened I don’t care to remain here.”




  “And small blame to ye either,” Larry burst out, “if ye was only honest about it ‘stead of talking that way. Never a bit do I go to Havana and leave you here to find the treasure, when you have found it already. What were ye doin’ only an hour ago, you lying thief of a cowardly Spaniard?”
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  White and trembling with rage, Barrados rose, and his hand sought his left side, with a significant gesture. Larry, nothing daunted, would have continued had not he caught a warning glance in Isidore’s eyes, and not till then did he realise that he was bringing about just what he desired to prevent.




  “The fellow is mad,” Barrados said hoarsely; “he has been drinking.”




  “He does not sound like an intoxicated fellow,” Don Zalva said dryly. “We should like to hear more of what you were saying, my good O’Brady.”




  But Larry sulkily declined to say any more. He had made one mistake and did not intend his tongue to lead him into another. Muttering something about a mistake, and his objection to assert any positive opinion, he dropped into the background whilst Barrados showed his teeth in an engaging smile. But in his inmost heart the suspicious Spaniard registered a vow which, if carried out, meant a deadly peril to the over-loquacious Irishman.




  “You fool!” Isidore exclaimed as she found means to get away towards a shady group of myrtles with Larry at a command from her mistress to try and discover what had really happened. “What have you found out, and why do you let that hateful man know? He will do you a mischief yet.”




  “I never saw the foreigner yet that I was afraid of,” Larry returned valiantly.




  “What a pretty compliment to me and my countrymen!” Isidore laughed; “you are positively the most stupid man I ever met, and why I care for you is a mystery.”




  “But you do care for me, pretty one?” Larry interrupted with tenderness.




  “Of course I do or I should not be here, silly man,” Isidore said as she pretended to avoid the threatened caress. “You are too careless and insolent. If that man has discovered the treasure, he knows that you are aware of it. There will be trouble yet, and it behoves you to be careful. But here is something else I want to speak to you about. Before you came here I had four or five lovers, and�”




  “Now you have six,” Larry put in, “and still they are not satisfied, confound ‘em.”




  “Satisfied! Alonzo and Paulo and Andrea and all the rest of them are furious with you; they have sworn to have your blood. Oh, do not laugh like that, do not take it so easily, you do not know how treacherous and merciless they are. They are all of them incensed against Don Zalva, too, and only need a little encouragement to plunder the hacienda and murder us all. I overheard them talking last night in a way that made my blood run cold. Remember, if they do break out, we have nobody to protect us but the Don and you.”




  Larry clenched his teeth savagely. In his present mood against Barrados the notion of a brush him or anyone like him, as all foreigners were creatures to be condemned in O’Brady’s eyes, was rather pleasant than otherwise.




  “They won’t do anything,” he said, “and don’t you get worrying your pretty little head about that. Fair fighting, and I could beat the lot.”




  “You might,” Isidore shuddered, “but that is not their way. Even you are powerless against a treacherous thrust in the back some dark night�this very one, perhaps.”




  No such gloomy forebodings troubled Larry, his contempt for the average man of anything but English blood was far too great. He promised cheerfully enough to take every precaution to protect himself from danger, but nothing, not even the fear of Alonzo and Paulo and Andrea, prevented him from returning with Isidore to the servants’ quarters. He was not going to leave her to be annoyed by a lot of greasy Mexicans, a remark Isidore accepted in very good part considering that Larry was reviling her own countrymen.




  They sat out under the myrtles and lemon boughs till the fireflies began to twinkle out, whilst the men servants smoked their papelilos to the sleepy music of a gaiter. Isidore’s recreant lovers sat moodily together, casting threatening glances from to time in Larry’s direction, as he coolly monopolised the fair cause of all the turmoil.




  Meanwhile, in spite of all the thoughts that were troubling him, Barrados remained at the hacienda long after dinner had been disposed of, and Haidee, under pretence of a headache, had retired for the night. Don Zalva, who was hospitable before all things, pressed the Spaniard to the up his quarters there for the night, and indeed, so long as he remained on the island of Mea Culpa. But Barrados, with the memory of that treasure strong upon him, dared not run the risk.




  “I think I am better where I am,” he said reluctantly, “besides, I have been so long a wanderer that I could not sleep in a bed. And I am going to devote the rest of my stay here to hunting for the treasure.”




  Don Zalva looked sharply at the speaker. He had not yet forgotten O’Brady’s words, and the Spaniard saw that such was the case.




  “You seem to doubt me a little,” he said, with a forced laugh. “Surely you would take my solemn word before that of an ignorant sailor.”




  “You are my guest, and a gentleman always accepts a statement till be knows it to be incorrect,” Don Zalva said politely. “But even yet, such is the faith I have in that wonderful Signor Armstrong, I have not given up all hopes of seeing him and his young friend again. If this treasure is found practically upon my property, and you decide to leave us, I must courteously request that two-thirds of the same be left in my hands until I have satisfied myself that our friends are really dead. You may claim it in six months.”




  “I make no objection,” Barrados said coolly. “Indeed, your proposal is a fair one. When I find the treasure I will let you know.”




  With these words Barrados rose to go. The night was getting on and already most of the household had retired to rest as the Spaniard lighted is final cigarette and, having shaken hands with his host, set out for his tent under the seashore.




  He had not a long distance to go, and even in the dark every step was familiar to him. He had not proceeded far before he became conscious of the fact that someone was following him. He stepped cautiously on till presently he wheeled round suddenly and, striking a match, held it above his head. In the circle of light caused by the flame he saw the figure of a man crouch down. Quick as thought he whipped out a revolver and pointed it towards the still motionless figure.




  “Rise and throw up your hands, or by heavens I shall fire!” he commanded.




  Hesitatingly the man obeyed, and as Barrados moved towards him he recognised the swarthy, sinister features of the individual whom Isidore had spoken of as Paulo. He looked at Barrados with sullen fear.




  “I was not following you. I did not mean any harm to you, I swear,” he said.




  “How do I know that? What brings you here at this time, then?”




  A sudden passion blazed up in Paulo’s eyes. In his anger he forgot his fear.




  “I will tell you then,” he hissed. “I was following that sailor who came here with you, this O’Brady. Jesu, what a name! He has been warned more than once if he persists in his attentions to�but you understand�and he will not be warned. I watched and waited outside the hacienda to-night and when you came out I thought you were him�and�”




  “And you followed me under the impression that I was O’Brady. If I had been, you would have murdered me, I suppose?” Barrados asked grimly.




  “What would you have?” Paulo said, with a careless shrug. “He has been warned.”




  Barrados pulled his moustache reflectively. His quick mind showed him that here was a way out of his difficulty. He read greed and cunning in the dark eyes of the man watching him, and determined on a bold stroke.




  “Let us suppose that I have a good reason for wishing to see O’Brady out of the way,” he said. “Supposing I say nothing about this to anyone, but let you go unscathed. Supposing I could show you how to make five hundred dollars without any risk, would you be prepared to follow me?”




  “Follow you, Señor,” Paulo laughed. “For five hundred dollars I would do anything. I could leave here and take Isidore along. I�caramba! only try me.”




  “I am going to try you, and I am going to test you also,” Barrados said grimly. “I want you to procure four men like yourself and come to my tent to-morrow morning at daybreak. If O’Brady returns to-night you must not come, as there will be no dollars, you understand. But if he does not return�”




  Barrados paused with a significant smile, whilst Paulo showed his yellow teeth in an ugly grin of appreciation. Without another word the Spaniard resumed his walk towards the shore whilst Paulo crept back to the hacienda. Half an hour later, with three desperadoes as abandoned as himself, he was hiding behind some mimosa bushes, waiting for Larry to pass. Their patience was not put to a very severe test as presently, utterly unconscious of his danger, and whistling some light ditty, O’Brady came along, and as he passed the mimosa bushes the ruffians dashed upon him.




  Like a flash he realised his danger, and as the first form, with knife uplifted, came towards him his fist shot out and dashed against the forehead of the would-be assassin with a sickening crash.




  “Come on, all of ye, and see what a real Irish welcome is!” he cried. “Holy Moses, if you put those knives down I’m good for the lot at once! Ah, ye murtherin’ coward! you’d strike a defenceless man in the back, would ye.”
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  Like lightning the Irishman wheeled round, and at the expense of a flesh wound in the arm warded off the descending blow, and a moment later his antagonist was lying in the dust with hie nose almost smashed to the face. But it was Larry’s last effort as, like an arrow from a bow, another ruffian dashed forward and buried his knife in the Irishman’s left side. With a cry and a groan he fell to the ground.




  “He’s dead enough,” Paulo remarked as he spurned the prostrate body with his foot. “Tesla, he strikes like the kick of a mule. My face will carry the mark to the grave. Throw the body into the bushes there for the present.”




  Coolly enough the three desperadoes obeyed the command of their ringleader, and no sound came from the body as it crashed into the undergrowth. Scarcely had the retreating footsteps of the assassins died away than the figure of a woman emerged from the darkness. With a little sob she set upon the body and laid her ear to O’Brady’s heart. As if satisfied by her examination, and as if endowed for the time with phenomenal strength, she took Larry up in her arms and by easy stages carried him to Don Zalva’s hacienda.
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  ARMSTRONG placed his curious contrivance on the edge of the platform, and for some minutes occupied himself with a careful examination of the affair. He satisfied himself that the cups or tins fitted exactly inside one another, and this being done, he drew up from the bottom of the inside one a series of hollow wires fitting into one another to the number of eight. The inner who was about an inch longer than the one into which it was fitted, so that he could press it down until it disappeared, and leave number two uppermost about an inch above number three, until the whole were exhausted. Each of these wires corresponded with one of the caps, the longest one being attached to the outer canister and the shortest one to the last canister but one.




  A layer of dolomite was packed in the bottom of each cup, and the wires were intended to fire one charge after another from the outer one inwards and upwards. Then Armstrong placed his essences in the huge India-rubber bag and, giving the eight tubes to various Astrans, bid them hold them upwards in a circle towards the apex of the watery ceiling, whilst a dozen more of the spectators flung themselves upon the bag, and so acted as weights do when attached to a gasometer, thus causing the gas, when generated, to rush upwards.




  “This gas is so powerful,” Armstrong explained, “that it will penetrate anything like water, which has at the same time the power of attracting and being repelled by it. If you will keep those tubes steadily directed upwards for a few moments the water will be bored as far as it goes upwards.”




  In an incredibly short space of time the wondering spectators were looking up a black endless shaft at least ten feet in diameter. The walls appeared to be constructed of solid shining steel. If it had been lined with gun-proof metal the effect could not have been mere satisfactory.




  “After we are gone I will get you to remain as you are till the gas in that bag is exhausted,” Armstrong went on. “Not that there will be any need, because long before that our experiment will have terminated one way or another, but I like to be on the safe side. By this time the way of connection between this and the waters of the upper world is complete.”




  “But I am quite ignorant as to how you intend to climb the shaft,” Harold said. “All I can see at present is a peculiarly long canister, with a top something like a modern chimney cowl.”




  “I was just coming to that. The apparatus you see before you is nothing but what I call a recurring rocket�that is, a rocket that, by a series of properly regulated explosions, rises higher and higher till the force is exhausted. With ordinary gunpowder I could construct such a firework that would rise forty thousand feet, or twice the height of Mont Blanc. How much more then can I do with the dolomite�”




  “Which you say only strikes horizontally,” Harold ventured to suggest.




  “Yes, if made in a certain way, with the addition of a certain material, it strikes downwards, and by granulating it, I can make it take an upward direction. See these wires inside that tube. By pressing the longest one, that goes down to the base of my nest of canisters, I fire a charge of dolomite that leaves the inside seven whilst the outer one acts as a mortar, such as ordinary bombs are fired from. As all the force strikes upwards, there is no possible danger for the spectators and, such is the power of the dolomite, we shall be carried upwards a distance of not less than forty miles.”




  “Then you actually propose that we should be in the rocket.”




  “In the inner and last chamber, certainly. Do not interrupt me for a moment. I know what you are going to say. Forty miles out of nearly four hundred is not very much, but we shall be at least twenty minutes rising so high. Directly the speed slackens, I touch the second wire and discharge another bomb, as it were. The second canister acts as a mortar like the first, and again we rise a similar distance. Firing the charges one after another we could rise to the height of four hundred miles, but there will be no necessity to fire more than five, for a reason that any schoolboy can understand.”




  Harold was silent. It might be palpable to most people, but so far as he was concerned, he could not understand matter at all. As he looked up the black, glittering, forbidding-looking funnel he shuddered to contemplate the great and unknown danger they were about to explore.




  “I am willing to trust myself in your hands, and to run any hazard you deem necessary,” he said, “but if anything went wrong what an awful fate would be ours! Still, I will place no obstacle in your way.”




  Armstrong looked up so calmly and fearlessly that his courage and resolution had a stimulating effect on Coventry. No danger seemed to awe the old sailor and, above all, he had unbounded confidence in his own powers. And yet the proposed undertaking was one calculated to quell the stoutest heart.




  “I have not entered upon this thing lightly,” he said, “and no man risks his life without counting the cost. All my experiments have stood the test of practical experience. But if you do not care to undertake�”




  “Do not mention that,” Harold interrupted. “I am going to accompany you.”




  Armstrong waited for more. Heartily grasping Telba’s hand, and having greeted the rest of the Astrans in the same manner, the adventurers entered the cylinder, and Armstrong adjusted the cap.




  “Good-bye!” he shouted cheerfully. “Do not forget to remain where you are until all the gas in the bag is exhausted. And now stand clear, and do not touch this tube, as you value your lives. Are you right there?”




  Scarcely had the response been given when the old sailor took up a hammer from the floor of the cylinder and brought it down sharply upon the topmost wire. There was a tremendous explosion that rang in the ears of the spectators for days afterwards, a slight vibration, and true as an arrow from a bow, the conical ballet-shaped mass sped up the watery funnel with the swiftness of the wind, leaving nothing but the lowest empty canister behind.




  For a few minutes, such was the velocity of their ascent, all Armstrong and Coventry could do was to crouch upon the floor of their prison house and try to recover their scattered senses. The air pressing down the shaft hissed and whistled like ten thousand demons as they sped upwards. The deadly pressure cut their faces like knives and caused the blood to flow freely from their nostrils.




  Always strong and sturdy, Armstrong threw off the awful feeling and, striking a rude match of his own composition, set fire to a couple of inflammable substances that sent a glare up the funnel and filled the cylinder with light. He raised the cap and, standing upright, looked out.




  For a moment the wind was so strong that it nearly beat him back again. In the ruddy glare he could see that they were still progressing upwards as the down-falling water hissed and sparkled. Presently the pressure of wind grew less, the peculiar candles burnt with a more steady glare, and then the upward motion of the peculiar aerial ship began to flag and roll ominously.




  Nothing daunted by this, Armstrong struck the second longest wire, and as it disappeared, without the slightest shock or vibration, the cylinder darted upwards again, like a thing filled with new life.




  An exclamation of triumph broke from Armstrong’s lips. The experiment was going to be wholly successful.




  It was some little time before Harold had sufficiently recovered to take any interest in what was going on around him. The fourth charge had been fired, and the cylinder was still rising with terrific velocity, before he ventured to stand up and look out of the shining wall of water with Armstrong, whose face was beaming with success.




  “How far do you calculate that we have risen by this time?” Harold asked feebly.




  “Nearly two hundred miles.” Armstrong replied, and he touched the fifth wire. “I am now beginning to know exactly how long to allow between each discharge. And unless I am greatly mistaken, we shall not want to try another.”




  “Not another and we have still half the distance to travel!”




  Armstrong made no reply. He was watching the wall of water with deep interest. The minutes sped on, but they did not slacken. The time for firing the next shot was long past and yet they seemed to rise rapidly. Presently Harold gave a lurch, and a feeling came over him as if someone were trying to lift him out of the cup when Armstrong banged the cowl to and fastened it. The same queer sensation overcame them both. It seamed as if the cylinder had turned over. When they scrambled to their feet again they were standing on the cowl. The bottom of the canister had by some mysterious means become the roof.




  “What on earth does it all mean?” Harold asked. “Are we falling?”




  “Of course we are,” Armstrong cried exultingly. “Exactly what I anticipated has happened, and there will no longer be occasion to fire a charge, even if we could in this inverted condition. We within the area of the earth’s attraction now and we are falling, but falling towards our own outer planet. So long as this shaft remains open we are bound to return to earth. We are falling towards it, or rising towards it now, exactly for the same reason that Newton’s apple came to the ground.




  “I follow you,” Harold said as he grasped the gist of Armstrong’s remarks, “but where should we land eventually, and what is to prevent us, when we come to the end of our journey, from being crushed into the earth?”




  “I have made every provision for that,” Armstrong said calmly. “Directly the atmosphere becomes more dense, which will, I calculate, be at the time these lights have burned out, I know that we shall be abut the pit made when the Island of Santa Anna was floated, and therefore instead of a wall of water, as we have at present, or rather a chimney of water surrounded by air, we shall be back into what, for want of a better term, I will call the solid sea.




  “Once that is reached I propose, directly we rise above the orifice by which we descended, to turn this tube towards the well of water by our united strength, with a discharge of the sixth load of dolomite to force our way through and thus get out of the vortex of the whirlpool that dragged us down. With three charges left we have quite enough to take us beyond the radius of the maelstrom.”




  “It seems plausible enough and, indeed, I have no right to doubt you after all you have done, but how are you to know when we have passed out of this passage into the Mexican Gulf?” Harold asked. “If you make a mistake of forty or fifty miles we should shoot clean through the water shaft and nothing could prevent us landing upon what I might call the inner earth’s crust, and in that case not even your ingenuity could save us from destruction.”




  “I think you may safely leave that to me,” Armstrong replied quietly. “Up to now my calculations have been amply verified by results.”




  As he spoke the lights became gradually low until they almost disappeared. Rapidly Armstrong took up the two bottles of scienatic acid and bade Harold inhale his without loss of time, and then secure it to his person. Scarcely was the operation complete when the lights went out altogether, and immediately the atmosphere became grey and luminous. Armstrong paused just a moment and flung himself down sideways, dragging Harold with him.




  “Now!” he cried, as the cylinder swung across the shaft till the funnel pointed against the watery wall, “take the hammer and strike quickly.”




  He did not speak a moment too soon, as the cylinder swayed ominously. Harold, without a moment’s hesitation, struck the wire. There was a tremendous splash and hissing gurgle as the cylinder crashed against the liquid barrier, and with a mighty impetus penetrated it until it was brought almost to a standstill by the resistance, after having traversed a couple of hundred yards.




  “Again,” Armstrong signalled, as he slightly steered the course of the cylinder, which stopped and began to retrogress. “Quick, for your life!”




  Again the charge was fired, and again the cylinder bored its way through the waves, only to stop again after making a few hundred yards’ headway, and when the last explosion lifted it forward, till it finally stopped, wavered and commenced again to feel the force of that powerful suction.




  Armstrong wrenched the funnel open and, dragging Harold out, flung himself upon a rocky fragment and held on to it for dear life itself.
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  The force of the current was tremendous. One explosion less, and the whole experiment must have ended in disastrous failure. Slowly and painfully they clung to the hard rocky bottom and little by little worked their way along till they finally found themselves outside the power of that awful whirlpool.




  It was quite time, for they were utterly exhausted, and a thrill of anxiety pervaded Armstrong as he realised that the amount of scienatic acid in their bodies would not last out much longer. They charged themselves again, and Armstrong, feeling that it was safe at length to relinquish their hold, they gave way and commenced to rise to the surface, a distance of eighteen hundred feet.




  Before the tube had drifted back towards the vortex, Armstrong had taken the precaution to secure all the loose dolomite cartridges therein, a precaution which he had every reason to congratulate himself upon before very long.




  Some time before they reached the surface, for bodies rise but slowly, all the scienatic acid in the bottles was exhausted. Coventry’s head commenced to swim, and red spots danced before his eyes with the effort to keep his breath as the acid passed away. His head seemed to be bursting, and he flung up his arms and would have sunk again had not Armstrong caught him.




  With this agony upon them, they still rose, and as they did so it became darker and darker, till at length the blackness became absolutely dense. A feeling akin to despair agitated the old sailor as he felt what a dead weight his companion was in his arms, and then, when all seemed to be lost, his head touched something, which he grasped with one hand and, putting his herculean strength into the task, climbed on to a sharp shelving ledge of coral rock. They were saved.




  When Harold came to himself with a fluttering sigh, he was lying on some hard surface in the pitch darkness, without an idea as to where he was. Armstrong’s hand was on his heart and the old salt gave a joyful exclamation as he saw that his young companion had not suffered severely from the awful journey.




  “Where are we?” Harold asked, “and why is it so dark?”




  “I can only guess,” Armstrong replied. “We had a terrible journey upwards and I had not breath enough left to steer a proper course. But so far as I can judge, we have struck one of the caves under the floating island. We are safe enough here and there is plenty of air. The next question is, How are we going to get through to the surface? as the scienatic acid is completely exhausted. Once let us find a way to penetrate the crust above us, and we are free.”
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  HOW Isidore contrived to get the body of the wounded man to the hacienda she never knew.




  Although the rest of the house was plunged in darkness, even to the servants’ quarters, as if none of them had been moving lately, there was still a faint ray of light streaming from under the green jalousies of the apartment which Don Zalva kept as a combined office, library and smoking-reran. She tapped lightly upon the blind, and in a few moments Don Zalva appeared.




  His face grew black and stern as he listened to the incoherent recital of the distracted girl. There was no time to be lost in idle questions, and the first thing was to get O’Brady to a place of safety, and where his wound might receive due attention. Situated as he was, and dependent in a great measure upon himself in matters of this kind, the Don possessed a considerable knowledge of surgery, and once Larry had been removed to a bedroom, he found that the wound was not so dangerous as might have been expected under the circumstances.




  “This must be kept a secret from the household at present,” he said quietly. “There is no one here that I can absolutely depend upon, and if those scoundrels knew that we had discovered their perfidy, they would not hesitate a moment to murder us all. Go to your room now and leave this man to me, and remember that not a soul must know that he is here.”




  Despite the difficulty of keeping anything of so serious a nature a secret, part of the following day went by without discovery. Barrados, simulating distress and uneasiness, called at the hacienda to know if they had seen anything of O’Brady. Don Zalva listened with polite interest and regret, but as the Spaniard proceeded he could not conclude otherwise than that he was acting a part, and that he was party to the cowardly deed.




  “If he is the victim of foul play, depend upon it, the villains will suffer,” he said sternly. “Had not you better come here to sleep?”




  Barrados declined hastily, so hastily that the Don’s suspicions were confirmed. But what object could Barrados have in getting rid of O’Brady unless he had discovered the long-lost treasure? The Don turned this problem over in his mind, and determined to discover the truth for himself. As the day wore on he could not help noticing that a change had come over Paulo and the other male servants, a sullen vindictiveness that caused him to tremble for the safety of his beloved daughter.




  But he was by no means the only one who was aroused sad watchful. Isidore, mad and distracted at the dastardly outrage perpetrated on the man she loved, and longing with all the passionate eagerness of her race for vengeance on her enemies, watched them with the intentness of a cat watching a mouse.




  To Paulo and Andrea and the rest, she was gay and reckless. She professed to regard O’Brady’s mysterious disappearance as a matter of indifference, but no motions of theirs escaped her, and more than one hint did she hear dropped concerning the plans of the conspirators. Under her flashing smile, Isidore masked her rage, as she learnt that Barrados was at the bottom of the diabolical conspiracy.




  The evening fell again at length, and as yet the would-be assassins were ignorant of the fact that their victim was so near them. As darkness came over the island first one, and then another, of the men slipped away, Paulo being detained upon some household duty till the last, but when he crept cautiously from the house, Isidore felt that it would be safe to follow.




  With cat-like tread she dogged his footsteps to the shore until he came at length to the tent that Barrados occupied, where, from the sound of muffled voice, the girl rightly guessed that the others had forgathered. They paused as Paulo’s step was heard but, directly he entered the tent, the babel of voices resumed. Very cautiously Isidore crept a little closer and listened intently.




  “I am a little late,” she heard Paulo say, “obeying my master’s commands for, I hope, the last time. What have you decided, my friends?”




  “Nothing until you came,” Barrados replied. “I want the assistance of you all to help me to run the yacht to the Philippine Islands, as most of you are sailors enough to do that, for which I will pay you five hundred dollars.”




  “Down,” Andrea remarked. “For the risk we must have the money first.”




  “Half down and half when we reach our destination, then. It is a fair offer, I think, and one which will be hard to find again. Besides which you may take what you like from the hacienda here, and I shall not be likely to say anything, provided that Don Zalva is silenced, you understand, and his daughter accompanies us.”




  “It is a risk,” Paulo muttered, “the money is not much for that.”




  “It was a risk you had been contemplating long before I ever came here,” Barrados replied grimly. “I could see that, directly I met you. And if you murder the Don, as you fully intend to do, how do you expect to get away from this island? I find you a comfortable, well-found yacht and a large sum of money when once you are beyond the range of pursuit. All I ask in return is that you help me to navigate the yacht for a few hundred miles, and that you be on board to-morrow night when the tide makes�with Donna Haidee to keep you company.”




  The ruffians looked at one another somewhat uneasily. It was easy work to plot and boast and swagger, but a very different thing when at came to prompt, bold action. Barrados flung away his cigarette with an impatient curse.




  “You are afraid,” he said contemptuously. “I thought you would be.”




  “Not afraid to strike you down as we did O’Brady,” Paulo said, with a flash of his glittering eyes, “if we have any more of your insults. It is easy enough for you to say do this and do that when you do not share the danger.”




  “Bah! I pay you to run the risk, and where duty and inclination go together there should be no hesitation whatsoever. I must get away from here, and unless you agree to accompany me I must try to make up a crew from one of the adjacent islands. Besides, where is the danger? There are five of you against an unsuspecting old man who may be lured out of the house on any pretext, and finished off with one of those neat strokes you understand so well. The tide makes at midnight to-morrow, and I see nothing to prevent us starting.”




  “It shall be as you wish,” Paulo replied. “But you would not object were we to bring Isidore�merely to look after her mistress, you understand?”




  A burst of brutal laughter followed this sally. Isidore clenched her little teeth, and vowed that the speaker should pay dearly for his temerity. Her courage rose as she began to appreciate the danger in which she stood.




  “One woman more or less makes no difference,” Barrados answered. “Let it be as you like. And now let us fully understand one another. I shall not trouble to communicate with you further, but at midnight go on the yacht, where I will keep lights burning, and leave a boat on the shore to take you off. There is nothing more that I need to say.”




  The conspirators rose, seeing that the interview was ended. With more coarse jests at the expense of their intended victims the conspirators slunk away, and as they did so, Barrados, after looking carefully round to see that they had really deported, took up his lamp and repaired to the workshop where, until recently, Armstrong had carried on his experiments. Impelled by some feeling of curiosity, Isidore followed him, and, treading like a cat, concealed herself so that she could follow all his movements.




  Barrados placed the light upon a huge packing-case, and, taking a key from his pocket, opened one small square box after another until the lamp flashed upon as least a dozen dazzling heaps of treasure. By dint of perseverance and caution he had continued to convey the gold and precious stones from their hiding-place to the boxes which had been constructed purposely to hold it when found, until in the original hiding-place designed by Amyas Coventry there remained not more than ten thousand dollars in gold, which Barrados had left till the following morning. The treasure was quite safe, even exposed as it was, as its existence was not suspected by anyone with the exception of Don Zalva and Haidee.




  “I wonder what those rascals would do if they knew of this?” Barrados muttered. “Murder me very likely. I wish it were all safely stored away in the yacht’s hold. There is a day’s work before me tomorrow, enough for a giant.”




  Still muttering, he closed the lids one after another and then turned to go, but not before Isidore had stolen away into the darkness. She saw it all now: Barrados had found the enormous treasure of which she had heard something from Haidee, and the plan was to get it safely away before Don Zalva should discover what had happened and lay an embargo upon the whole sum. For this the Don was to be foully murdered and she and Haidee to be forcibly carried off.




  She lost no time in informing Don Zalva of her discovery. Late though it was, he decided to make Larry�whose robust constitution was making headway against his wound�acquainted with the turn of affairs, and to ask his advice upon the matter.




  “Would it be wise, do you think?” Isidore asked. “He is weak, and any excitement�”




  “He is far better than you think, girl,” Don Zalva replied. “I have a scheme which may be successful, but I cannot carry it out without consulting O’Brady, who can tell me everything I wish to know. No one knew more of Armstrong’s experiments than he did, and with his assistance I think I could contrive to keep back the intended catastrophe.”




  “Until we could find some means to communicate with the mainland?”




  “Precisely. If something happened to postpone the departure of Barrados for, say, a week, I could contrive to make communication with my friends, and thus surprise the ruffians. Without assistance we are powerless.




  “We could die hard,” Isidore said with flashing eyes. “The villain who laid violent hands on me would have cause to repent his temerity. You have no man who can assist you here, but you may rely on me, if I am but a woman.




  “I believe you,” Don Zalva said with gentle courtesy. “And now let us tell everything to this Irishman and see if he can help us.”




  They found Larry in a peaceful sleep from which he awoke directly the Don touched him. He appeared to have rallied from his injury in a really wonderful manner and followed all that Don Zalva had to tell him with rapt attention.




  “Sure, and it’s hardly worth while to wake a man up if you haven’t any better news than that to tell him,” he said in his driest manner. “I am not of much account now, worse luck, but you can count upon me for a little.”




  “It is only a little that is required,” Don Zalva replied, “I have a plan in my head and you can help me to carry it out. Barrados dare not trust those scoundrels, and if I could only make it impossible for him to carry off the treasure without their assistance, he would stop the present scheme, and we should thereby gain the delay which is of such vital importance to us.”




  “I see,” Larry said quietly. “And your plan is to�”




  “To get at that silver and transform all the gold and silver into one solid mass. Once this was done Barrados dare not take Paulo and the other ruffians into his confidence. If it could only be done and he was delayed for a day or two.”




  “It can be done!” Larry exclaimed with marvellous energy for a wounded man. “Do you remember the last experiment the old captain ever showed you?”




  “That is exactly what I em alluding to,” Don Zalva replied. “I told him that this island contained iron end copper ore which could not be worked for want of proper machinery. I showed him a mass of both metals, and with some acid he produced he immediately turned the whole into one great ball with a view to further experiment at a later period. O’Brady, if we can only procure this acid, and get at the treasure, our lives are saved.”




  “Give it me and I will do it,” Isidore exclaimed. “I am not afraid.”




  “The two men regarded the speaker for a few moments in silent admiration. Taken as they were by her spirit and boldness, they naturally hesitated to confide such a dangerous task to the hand of a woman.




  “Why do you hesitate?” she went on. “Do I look timid or fearful? Your place, Don Zalva, is here, and you have nobody but me. I know where the treasure is and I will accomplish your desire if you will but arm me with a reliable revolver. As you know, it is safe in my hands.”




  Don Zalva nodded. Isidore was no mean shot, as he knew.




  “Let her try, the purty creature,” Larry said tenderly. “She knows the workshop, and all is quiet now. If she goes in there and reaches to the top shelf of the cupboard she will find a bottle marked ‘intallic acid’. Once all the gold you speak of is laid out on the floor a few drops will be sufficient.”




  “We will both go,” Don Zalva said, with sudden determination, “and at once.”




  Larry made no reply. Nothing but his own lack of strength prevented him from making an attempt to join the expedition. With a fervent hope that they would be successful, he bade them go, and a few moments later silence reigned supreme.




  It was nearly half-an-hour afterwards that Don Zalva and his companion reached the workshop, which was situated some three hundred yards from Barrados’s tent. They had little or no difficulty in opening the door, and once inside got to work with great rapidity. With a tin lantern to light them, Don Zalva, assisted by Isidore, who worked as if dear life depended upon her exertions, contrived to pour all the treasure into a large packing case, so that none of it might escape. The perspiration ran down the faces of the toilers, but at length their task was completed. All that remained now was to find the acid and apply it to the glittering mass.




  “Thank Heaven,” Don Zalva muttered as he came upon the right phial at last. “And now let us make this thing sure at once.”




  He wrenched the glass-stopper from the bottle, and lavishly sprinkled the contents over the mixture of gold and jewels and precious stones; the latter, he knew, would suffer no injury by contact with the acid. Immediately he did so a dense cloud of smoke and film arose which, when it cleared away, disclosed a realised concrete lump of gold of tremendous weight. It was a little warm, but cooled rapidly, scarcely burning the receptacle in which it was contained.
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  “That is accomplished,” Don Zalva said; “let us go back at once to the hacienda.”




  Morning dawned and Barrados rose to his hard day’s toil. He opened the treasure chests one after the other to find them empty. Frantically he wrenched open one packing case after the other in his despair, till at length he reached the right one. And then when he saw what had happened he fell against the wall with a groan.




  “What am I to do?” he said with a bitter curse. “They could not have done it because they knew nothing, and if I told them they would only murder me too. Who on earth could�” Here a cold perspiration broke upon him. “Can those men have escaped death in some miraculous way? Paulo must be stopped going on with his scheme at once. I must have time to work out another plan.”
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  FOR some two hours Armstrong and Coventry lay upon the rocky ledge until they had entirely recovered from the effects of their terrible journey. It was perfectly dark there, but entirely devoid of all danger, save the very unpleasant one of starvation. But so long as there was life there was hope, and Armstrong had too often been in situations of peril to feel alarmed at the present situation.




  “We cannot stay here,” he said, when at length he had made a thorough examination of their prison house. “There is one thing I can see for it, and that is to swim about till we find some opening for escape for us.”




  “But supposing we cannot find anything of the sort?” Harold suggested. “We might swim about in these caves without finding any outlet or, indeed, any place where we could rest when we were tired, and if we could not find our way back to this place again, we might be drowned like rats.”




  “Not if one of us were to go and leave the other behind.”




  “How would that assist us? We might just as well starve together.”




  “Not if I can find what I want,” Armstrong replied cheerfully. “All we want is a rope long enough to give one plenty of scope to swim about whilst the other remains here to haul him back if necessary, and it was found impossible to discover an opening. Supposing you remain here holding one end of the rope whilst I swim about. If the rope becomes taut, you will know that I have been successful, in which case you must attach one end here and feel your way along till you come to the opening.”




  “An exceedingly good notion,” Harold replied, “provided that you can find the rope.”




  But Armstrong was not the man to be easily daunted. There was something near him, if he could only find it, that would solve the desired purpose, he knew, and that was the long, leathery, thong-like seaweed that grows so freely in the Mexican Gulf, and which, when plaited together, would form a cord long enough and strong enough to support a heavy weight. It was a long search that Armstrong had before he came upon the desired object, but at last success crowned his efforts and, with a triumphant shout he laid his hand upon the slimy, snake-like weed in a corner of the cave where they had so providentially landed. There was enough, and more than enough, for the purpose required, as the plant lay very compactly together. Indeed, with time and perseverance, they could have made a strand quite a mile in length.




  “Knowledge of any subject is never wasted,” Armstrong said cheerfully as he groped his way back to Harold’s side, trailing the seaweed behind him, “and fortunately we both know something of splicing and twisting ropes. Lend a hand here, and we’ll soon turn out a serviceable hawser a few fathoms long; quite enough, as the island that covers us is not very much longer than that.”




  Only too anxious to do anything to while away the monotony of the blank darkness, Harold complied as Armstrong arranged the long fibres to his needs. How long they worked it was impossible for either to tell, but, after a steady perseverance, Armstrong commenced to measure off the rope yard by yard until he had made the discovery that it was ample for the purpose required.




  “Now you know what to do,” he said as he fastened one end round his waist. “By this means if I find no outlet I can easily draw myself back again.”




  As Harold made no reply, he plunged into the sea and then there was another long spell of weary waiting.




  At one time the rope would be drawn to its utmost limit, and hope would begin to agitate Harold’s breast only to be dashed an instant later as the cord relaxed again. Finally Harold’s ears, intensified by the still darkness, heard something approaching, and a moment later Armstrong crawled upon the ledge, weary, breathless, and thoroughly disappointed.




  “I am utterly puzzled,” he said. “I can find no opening, and I dared not dive under the obstacles in my way lest I should sever the connection. I could not even find such a thing as another ledge to rest upon. It seems as if we had escaped one death only to fall into another more�What is that?”




  Armstrong paused, as three quick dropping splashes after another rang in his ear. The noises appeared to come from the ledge upon which they lay, and for some time Harold had imagined that he had detected several shadowy little forms popping in and out of the water.




  “Only rats, I expect,” he said gloomily. “Waiting for us probably.”




  “More likely to be seals,” Armstrong replied, “the small hairless seal peculiar to these parts. Yes, that was undoubtedly the sound made by them.”




  They listened for a moment and, as the place grew still, the sounds came again, this time from several parts of the cave. With suppressed excitement Armstrong leant over and grasped Harold firmly by the arm.




  “Be silent for a time,” he whispered. “I have a plan, and I must have one of these little animals to help me. I wonder if I could catch one?”




  Apparently there was nothing easier. As the men lay there the little creatures passed quite close to them, and actually ran across their bodies. As Armstrong felt one run across his chest his hands closed together with a vice-like grip and, despite the bite of the frightened creature, he held on tightly.




  “Make a short rope end tie it securely round this little fellow’s neck,” he said. “Yes, that is what I want, and now let him go. Of course he takes to the water naturally. Fasten the long strand round my waist again, I am off on another adventure.”




  “What wonderful scheme have you got on hand now?” Harold asked.




  “It is merely an experiment. Of course you have seen a dog piloting a blind man along a crowded street. Well, this seal is going to be my dog, and so far as this place is concerned I am certainly a blind man.”




  “But surely you will gain nothing by that,” Harold exclaimed as the seal that was now attached to Armstrong began to plunge and struggle. “It will only be a case of going out with the sole purpose of returning, I fear.”




  “I don’t doubt my guide will try that on at first,” Armstrong replied, “but when he sees that there is no purpose to serve that way, he will do what other hunted animals always do, and make for the open, or at least that is what I calculate upon. If I could only find some means of letting him know what I wanted, he would take me fast enough. If the cord draws taut with three jerks, follow me.”




  Again the gallant sailor plunged into the water with the freshness and zeal of a young enthusiast. With very little hope, Harold waited minute after minute whilst the cord alternately tightened and slackened, until at length it drew firm and rigid after three pulls which had the same effect on Harold’s nerves as if he had received an electric shock.




  “At last!” he said. “I wonder if we are really safe at length?”




  He hesitated no longer, but commenced to follow the rope. For a time it lay on the face of the water, but presently it took a decidedly downward course, taking Harold under the water till he could no longer keep his head above it.




  He swam on and on, deeper and deeper, under the pitchy darkness, till it seemed as if he could not hold his breath any longer, and just when he was commencing to feel faint and weak he saw that the gloom was breaking. A few more strokes and he rose to the surface with the sun shining down upon him, and Armstrong’s cheery voice ringing in his ears. Nothing tended to strengthen nerve and muscle like the sight of that welcome, blessed sunshine.




  Armstrong’s calculations had been fully verified. The seal, now again rejoicing in his accustomed liberty, had made for the open when instinct taught it that no chance of escape lay in the caverns.




  As Harold looked around him he saw the myrtles and lemon-trees of Mea Culpa lying in front and, peering out of a corner, Don Zalva’s hacienda. A sense of happiness and gratitude to heaven caused the tears to rise to his eyes as he realised how merciful the escape from death had been.




  “No more experiments for me,” he said with a shudder, “not for ten thousand times the treasure there may be concealed here.”




  Armstrong made no reply. As they crept along the island towards the shore the hardy old mariner’s eye did not fail to detect the fact that someone had recently been making a thorough investigation of the place. He saw the marks of the explosions, where Barrados had been forced to use gunpowder, and when he came at length to the grave containing the skeleton and three skulls and the rest, excitement fairly got the better of him. Like Harold, he knew the cypher by heart and this evidence was sufficient to convince him that Barrados had at least made an effort to find the treasure.




  “Look here,” he cried, “see how it all points to what the cypher indicated. Here are the gravestones which have been mutilated for some purpose�”




  “Barrados.” Harold interrupted. “There has been some underhand work here.”




  “Well, it certainly does look like it,” Armstrong admitted. “I cannot see why these inscriptions should have been removed unless Barrados wanted to keep his discovery to himself. And what is this cord doing here?”




  The speaker pointed to the string which Barrados had used to take his straight line from the grave of Vaughan to the three-star mark and which, in his excitement, he had forgotten.




  Walking to the end of this guide, Armstrong came upon the piled up mound of coral placed by the Spaniard over the place where the treasure had been concealed. Hastily removing the stones, the old sailor disclosed the old oak chest in which nothing remained now but some ten thousand dollars in gold.




  “The treasure!” Harold cried. “But what about the legend which alluded to millions instead of thousands? What we have found here would barely recompense us for our outlay. It is not more than £1,000 apiece.”




  “Not here, but look at the marks on that old chest. Every indication points to the fact that until quite recently it must have been crammed with treasure. Has Barrados played us false and gone off with the remainder?”




  “Not as long as anything remained,” Harold suggested, “unless, indeed, he found it impossible to carry any more with him. I must confess I don’t like the very quiet appearance of things on shore yonder. Depend upon it, something is wrong Barrados is not the man to disclose what he has found to anyone, and if he thought that he could get safely away�”




  Harold paused as Armstrong gripped his arm and pointed towards the shore. There they saw Barrados coming from the direction of Don Zalva’s hacienda in company with Paulo, and both of them gesticulating violently as they came towards the island.
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  “I do not like to see those men together and we not armed,” Armstrong said dryly, “I am going to play the coward for once and hide behind this rock. Some instinct tells me that it would not be prudent to disclose our happy escape just at this particular moment.”




  They had not long to wait, as Barrados and his companion walked straight in the direction of the island, and as they come nearer their angry excited voices were distinctly carried to the listeners’ ears. Presently the Spaniard paused directly before the treasure, which Armstrong had hastily covered again, and turned savagely upon his companion.




  “You talk like a fool, like a dreamer of dreams,” he said with a curse.




  “Very likely,” Paulo replied more quietly, “but we intend to have more than five hundred dollars. Where is the treasure I hear so much of?”




  “Treasure! A paltry ten thousand dollars or so. Who told you of it?”




  “Isidore, though how she knew of it, I cannot say. We are five to one, and we mean to have our share. Carramba! are we to kill the old man and carry off the girls whilst you get off free and have the lion’s share of the plunder besides? No, share and share alike.”




  “You are under some strange misapprehension,” Barrados said, striving to speak calmly. “I did not tell you, I should have been foolish to do so, that I had found any treasure at all. But I will show it you, and then you can determine for yourselves whether I speak the truth or not. Look there.”




  He indicated the coral rocks piled over the chest, all of which he removed, and when he had done so bade Paulo see for himself. The eyes of the assassin sparkled with greed as he dipped his hand in the golden stream, and allowed the deep red gold to run like water through his fingers.




  “It is satisfactory,” he said with a growl of satisfaction, “and we all share alike.”




  “So be it, then,” Barrados replied with simulated chagrin. “You shall have no reason to complain upon that score so long as you get to work, and that speedily.”




  “It shall be as you wish, since you are willing to pay the price; but if you have played us false, if you have kept anything back for yourself, have a care, for by Heaven I would shoot you with as little thought as I would a dog.”




  “Bah! It would be a small dog, then,” Barrados replied, “It is easy to talk like that when you are as five to one. Have you secured the arms?”




  “I have. Don Zalva has not so much as a pop-gun to protect himself with. But we have had talk enough now, and I have much to do. We have already lost two days by your prevarication, and I want to be away. A pistol shot will rid us of the Don, and an hour later we could be on board with the girls. Have you anything more to add to the programme?”




  “Nothing,” Barrados said. “I will return to the hacienda now to see that no suspicion has been aroused, and later in the afternoon we can return here and convey the treasure to the yacht. We need not say anything.”




  “I tell you they all must know,” Paolo exclaimed. “You do not know them as well as I do. We must be all present when that money is conveyed on board the yacht or else we shall have murder done. Once we have got it away, we could return to the hacienda, despatch Don Zalva, and carry off the women. I have arranged it to the minutest detail.”




  “Very well, then, I will go up to the hacienda now, and when you see me leave, get the others together, when we can come down here and transfer the money on board the yacht. I would willingly spare the old man; but in that case we should speedily be followed, and dead men tell no tales.”




  The listeners behind the rocks strained their ears to catch what followed, but Paulo’s voice had dropped to a whisper. For a few moments the conspirators discussed thus, till at length Barrados gave vent to a sinister laugh in which triumph was plainly blended with cunning.




  “Enough,” he said, “we are merely wasting time here; let us begone.”




  “Very well,” Paulo replied in his deep tones, “everything is settled. But mind, if there has been anything concealed from us�”




  He said no more, but the pause was more significant than words.
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  THE voices and footsteps of the conspirators died away at length, and as they plunged into the woods leading towards the hacienda Armstrong rose with such a look of grim determination on his features as Harold had never seen before. He appeared to be an avenging Nemesis.




  “We are all unarmed and in the power of these ruffians,” he said slowly. “I am the last man in the world to shed blood unnecessarily, but in self-defence it is absolutely necessary. I shall be even with them yet. Meanwhile, there is no time to lose. You must make your way to the hacienda and contrive, unseen by these scoundrels, to warn the inmates of their danger.”




  “And you?” Harold asked, nothing loth to obey, as he realised the terrible position in which his beloved Haidee stood, “had we not better be together!”




  “I have something else to do,” Armstrong said sternly. “Hark you, Harold, it is a question between these ruffians and ourselves. If we do not utterly destroy them they will certainly murder us, and that Barrados has a vast amount of treasure concealed somewhere. I do not doubt for a moment. If he knew we were alive it would be to his interest to get us out of the way before the fact of his safety became generally known, therefore it behoves us to let our friends know of our whereabouts. Afterwards I shall cope with the ruffians.”




  “Yes, but how? We are totally unarmed.”




  “I know the way, and before night I shall rid the world of five scoundrels. My better nature shrinks from the task, but it must be done. And now away, as any moment’s delay might frustrate my plans.”




  Harold asked no further questions, being content to leave matters in the hands of one whose head was so much wiser than his own. As he reached the shore and crept cautiously towards the woods, Armstrong entered his workshop, where the huge mass of gold had been buried by the disappointed Barrados, and gave a sigh of relief when he noted that nothing had been tampered with during his involuntary absence.




  All the retorts were in their right places, his store of dolomite cartridges had not been disarranged, and even the electric batteries were intact and in their places. It was all that he wanted to find. There was nothing needed to complete his plain of retaliation.




  “Only just in the nick of time,” he muttered, “and now to surprise the rascals who have counted so much upon our deaths.”




  It was a long, tedious journey for Harold, and one fraught with many dangers. He knew that once he betrayed himself by his presence his life would not be worth a moment’s purchase, unarmed as he was, and especially as his reappearance meant so much to the disadvantage of the conspirators. With his lantern face and bald, shining head, where the down was just commencing to appear again, he looked a curious figure as he crept through the myrtle and mimosa bushes that grew close up to the hacienda.
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  FROM his hiding-place he could see the servants going about as if nothing particular were about to happen. He saw Don Zalva, a little more pale and anxious-looking than usual, smoking his cigarette on the balcony, and Harold’s heart gave a leap as he saw Haidee looking thin and careworn, as she leant over his chair with loving solicitude. He could almost catch their words.




  Presently Haidee retired and Don Zalva commenced to pace the balcony with hurried and impatient strides. He descended to the open patch of green below, and after a time skirted round till Harold could have touched him.




  “Hist!” Harold said cautiously. “Do not say anything to attract attention. Walk round again and when you reach this spot once more, pretend to be interested in something. Don’t you recognise my voice, Don Zalva?”




  “If I do it is a voice from the grave,” Don Zalva said quietly, though with a violent start. “But tell me one thing. Are you both saved?”




  As Harold replied in the affirmative Don Zalva strode on with the same listless air but inward he was in a state of painfully-suppressed excitement. Twice did he pass the spot where Harold was concealed before he could control himself sufficiently to feign interest in something on the ground, whilst in a few hurried whispers Harold explained the adventures which to himself and Armstrong.




  “But it does not in the least matter about us,” he said. There is danger threatening you quite equal to anything that we have gone through. There is a plot afoot amongst Paulo and his rascally companions to murder you this very afternoon and carry your daughter away.




  “I knew it, but I did not expect it would be quite so soon,” Don Zalva replied in tones of resignation. “But, like you, we are utterly unarmed and powerless unless that wonderful Armstrong can hit upon some plan for the destruction of the villains. Did he suggest anything?”




  “There was no time, as he wanted to commence at once to lay out his plans for compassing the rascals, which will probably be attempted when they go down in a body this afternoon to remove the treasure from the island.”




  “Which is already done. I have seen it with my own eyes, an enormous mass of gold and jewels which must be equal to at least £2,000,000 of your English money.”




  “Then Barrados must have deceived his ‘confederates,” Harold exclaimed, as Don Zalva hastily explained what had taken place with Haidee’s assistance.




  “But there is a part of it remaining on the island and it is intended to fetch it this afternoon. The bulk will probably be hidden till Barrados can find a safe opportunity of coming here and conveying it away. But it was well done on your part.”




  “It was absolutely necessary,” Don Zalva said. “And now what is to be done?”




  “Remain where you are and keep a careful watch on the ruffians,” Harold suggested. “If you note that they all leave at the same time, you will know that the arrangement as to fetching the treasure from the island holds good, and then you can follow them and watch the result of Armstrong’s experiment, whatever it may be. Even if it fails, we could all reach the hacienda and barricade ourselves in before the rascals discovered our presence. But I have great faith in Armstrong.”




  “As I have myself,” Don Zalva exclaimed. “Surely Providence must have sent that marvellous man back for our protection. It is something to hear that I am not quite alone in the hour of danger.”




  “Then you will follow the rascals at a safe distance,” Harold replied. “Meanwhile I shall remain here and watch, and directly they have started, join you in the hacienda. You had better return to it now, as you do not know what manner of suspicion you may be arousing by your absence.”




  Don Zalva took the hint and retired. By this time Harold had heard everything, even down to the dastardly attack upon Larry, whose presence in the hacienda, thanks to Isidore’s caution, had not been made known to the conspirators. There was a new elasticity to the Don’s step and a brightness in his eyes that aroused the suspicions of Paulo, who watched him closely.




  “Ah, we shall change all that presently,” he said between his teeth, “and shall wash out many a slight and insult at the same time. And as for Isidore, I shall find some way to tame her spirit yet.”




  Slowly the time crept on towards the afternoon, and then Don Zalva noticed that the ruffians gradually drew together in one corner of the green sward before the hacienda, where they appeared to be deeply discussing some matter much more important than the dominoes upon which they were ostensibly engaged.




  After a little dramatic display, for your Mexican does nothing without a motive, they rose one at a time, as if they had mutually decided to abandon an unpleasant game, and one by one lounged off in the direction of the shore.




  Scarcely were they all out of sight before Harold rose from his uncomfortable position, and rapidly crossed to the balcony of the hacienda. There was a broken cry of pleasure as a graceful figure rose from a dusky corner and came forward with outstretched hands.




  “Father told me of your marvellous escape,” Haidee cried, for it was she. “Oh how glad add thankful I am! Heaven be thanked that you are here!”




  Despite the peculiar appearance that Harold presented, Haidee’s bright eyes regarded him with a loving look that there was no mistaking. He took the little hands in his, and bent over till his lips touched her cheek.




  “Would it have mattered so very much if I had been lost altogether, little one?” he asked tenderly. “I thought of you, but I did not dare to hope�’




  “You did; you knew!” Haidee said laughing and crying in a breath. “Harold, you knew that all the world to me was nothing unless I had you.”




  Harold looked into the beautiful flushed face, all aglow with love and tenderness. Then he took her in his arms, where she lay quiet and contented.




  “We have not passed beyond all danger yet,” he said, “but if we can tide over this, will you give me the right to shield and guard you always?”




  The light that flashed in Haidee’s eyes was enough. But further tender passages were cut short by the abrupt appearance of Don Zalva with an intimation that it would be as well to follow the miscreants to the shore.




  “No, you must remain here. O’Brady and Isidore will be sufficient protection until we return,” he said, as Haidee pleaded to be permitted to accompany them.




  “When we come back again you will know your fate.”




  Pressing Haidee’s hand once more, and bidding her to be of good cheer, Harold followed his host into the belt of trees that sheltered the hacienda from the beach. Apparently everything had transpired as Armstrong had expected, and as soon as the companions emerged into the open they saw the five conspirators on the island, bending down and looking intently at the spot where the treasure had lain buried.




  They crept along, keeping the workshop between them and the five desperadoes. Not that they had any occasion for precaution, as the ruffians were too deeply engaged in their enthralling conversation. At the moment that Don Zalva and his companion reached the workshop, the door opened and Armstrong appeared. He seemed to have no fear of being seen, for he strode towards the island which, it will be remembered, had practically become part of the main shore, and without a moment’s hesitation bailed the ruffians, who were scarcely a hundred yards away.




  “Barrados,” he cried with a voice like an avenging spirit. “Barrados, what have you done with what belonged by every right to us?”




  AS if a bullet had struck him, Barrados bounded to his feet, and turned in the direction of the speaker, his face white and ghastly. A curse broke from the rest of the gang, who were prepared, now that their greed had been fired by a sight of the treasure, to repel opposition by fair or foul means.




  “Keep back,” Barrados returned hoarsely, “keep back, unless you wish to be sent back to the grave from which you have returned.”




  “Make a rush for them,” Paulo suggested as he caught sight of Don Zalva and Harold. “They are unarmed, and it must be done sooner or later.”




  Every word was distinctly audible, in the thin dry air, to the little group standing on the sand. Quick as thought, Armstrong laid his hand upon switch to which was attached an electric motor, a pretty toy enough, big absolutely deadly in the hands of a man of someone like himself.




  “Be warned in time.” he said with great sternness. “Were I only to press my finger upon the tiny disc under my hand you would be all blown into eternity. Providentially, we heard you this morning, and in our own defence laid the mine that is now under your foot. It is for us to make terms.”




  “He lies,” Paulo growled, seeing for effect of the speaker’s words upon his less bold companions. “Let us make a dash forward, and�”




  He said no more, but darted forward. As he did so the others, inspired by his action, made a rush, Barrados merely standing and covering his face with his hands, as if to close out some awful mental vision.




  “They will have it,” Armstrong muttered. “After all, it is fated so to be.”




  The smallest pressure, the infinitesimal downward motion of the tiny disc, scarcely more than a puff of wind might have done, and along the wire the electric spark ran on its swift message of death.
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  It seemed to the spectators like some rapid optical illusion: one moment they were watching the ruffians racing forward over the rocks, and the next instant of time and the island was absolutely no more. It had absolutely gone. There was a tremendous reverberation, a rushing wind that carried the onlookers off their feet, a shower of stones and fragments of rock, a tremendous inrushing sea, and then all was over.




  Armstrong’s plan of vengeance had been awfully successful and the little party were free.




  “There was no alternative,” Armstrong said as he came forward and shook hands with Don Zalva. “But those rascals are not worth another thought. But I am sorry if I have been compelled to destroy all the treasure.”




  For answer Don Zalva led the way to the workroom, where a great pile of earth told him that the huge mass of gold lay buried. A hasty examination disclosed the glittering nugget, absolutely studded with precious stones, and then in a few words Don Zalva told the whole story.




  “I can soon alter all that,” Armstrong said. “I can easily fuse it out again and convert it into small bars. As to the precious stones, they will not hurt at all. And now, my boy,” the speaker concluded, cheerfully, “you cannot deny that what lies there before you was worth all the risk.”




  Harold smiled. The gold in itself was nothing, but the treasure in conjunction with Haidee’s love was certainly worth everything. He had gained something which, after all, was worth far more than Amyas Coventry’s millions.




  


  THERE is a beautiful house in the shire of broad acres where Harold Coventry lives with his charming Mexican wife. Society has taken kindly to her southern loveliness, and society pronounces Don Zalva to be the model of a gentleman. For the Don has sold his property, and prefers to live in England which, if gloomier, is much safer than his native land.




  Larry, who prefers to remain near his old friends, is comfortably settled in one of the Coventry Hall lodges where he fights his battles over again for the benefit of his admirers, whilst Isidore is bright and coquettish as of yore.




  Last, but by no means least, Armstrong, who strenuously refuses to accept more then £20,000 of the treasure, lives in a marvellous house hard by where he conducts all kinds of weird experiments. The spirit of adventure it still strong upon him, and he hopes to revisit the land of the Astrans again when his experiments are complete. Some day we may have something more to tell of the doings of the marvellous wizard known as Captain Armstrong.




  THE END
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  All through the beauteous summer, with its sunshine and ruddy glow of warmth, there had been misery and despairing want among the countless toilers, the thousands of human bees in the smoky hive called Westport; but in the country there was peace and restfulness, a smell of innumerable flowers in the fields fragrant with blossoming, for the hay harvest had been gathered and the grain was shot with gold in the sloping cornlands above the ruby sea. In Westport the same silence lay; but it was the cascade of starvation, for the men were ‘out,’ and all the clang of countless hammers and whirr of machinery was still. At the street corners there stood sullen, moody crowds staring hunger in the face, and murmuring below their breath as the soldiery, with long step and jingling spurs, went by. The steam cranes no longer slid their heavy burdens into the deep holds of ships, for the docks were quiet as the streets, while in the tidal canal, with waters now pure as crystal, vessels lay waiting for the sea, with their tapering masts faint as gray needles in the ambient air. Now there was no hurry and bustle there, but only three children waving their feet in the lapping waters.




  There were other children in the distance playing, yet with no zest in their recreations; but these three seemed to be apart from the others, for they were better clad and had no hollowness of eye or pinched natures as the others. There were two boys and a girl, the eldest boy perhaps sixteen, the others apparently his juniors by the brief span of two years. They did not look like English lads, for their faces were bolder cut and their eyes darker—the aquiline group of countenance which denotes the chosen people. The senior of the little group would have been handsome had it not been for a certain greedy, crafty look on his thin colourless lips, and the deformity between the shoulders. Abishai Abraham, conscious of his ugliness, conscious also of his crooked mind, cared but little for that, and took a pride in his own misfortune from his earliest years—for child he had never been—his hand had been against all men’s, and as against his. For the body has a tendency to warp the mind.




  The other two—Hazael and Miriam—had the flashing eyes and inherent boldness of their ancestors; but no such curse spoilt the suppleness of their perfect limbs. In their mild gipsy beauty they would have made a study for an artist as they sat there bathing their feet; Hazael, with head thrown back, and long black hair sweeping from his forehead. But the girl sat upright, swinging her white feet backwards and forwards, with no shield from the fierce sun but her luxuriant ebon locks but looking straight before her with fearless, flashing eyes—a child in years, perhaps, but with a face and figure almost womanly, and from her low forehead to her scarlet mouth giving promise of a coming loveliness, such as Anthony fell down and worshipped, and for love of whom a kingdom fell.




  Yet she had no consciousness of this, seated there playing in the crystal brine and looking down into the resplendent liquid; saw no beauty there or future triumph—nothing but the smiling, treacherous water.




  “Miriam is admiring herself,” said Abishai, parting his lips in a faint sneer.




  “Well, what then?” Hazael retorted, eager to defend his twin sister. “You don’t expect her to admire you, I hope. Miriam is going to be the most beautiful woman in Westport, and then you can walk out together for people to see the contrast.”




  “And what is beauty, after all?” asked the cripple, usually unmoved, as he stirred the water with his crutch. “You can’t live on it; you can’t sell it.”




  Miriam brought down her glowing eyes from the contemplation of a lofty mast pinnacle, where they upshot like a forest in the sky, and regarded the speaker with a look of infinite disdain.




  “You would buy and sell everything,” she said. “And would imprison the sunshine and barter it over a matter. Why?”




  “Because everything is valueless besides money. Where should we have been now, the seed of Abraham, if it had not been for our wealth; if we had not held together and helped one another? What chance would the chosen people have had beside the Gentiles but for their money. Why do they flatter us, and fawn upon us, when their extravagance has left them penniless?”




  “And hate us because we take advantage of their misfortunes,” Hazael exclaimed. “That is the ban upon our race.”




  “They are not all so bad,” said Miriam, softly. “I sometimes think the blame is not entirely with them. If it had not been for Mr. Lockwood we should not be so happy and contented now.”




  “And if it had not been for his friend, Sir Percival Decie, we should have no felon’s taint hanging over us either. We could have looked the whole world in the face and not been ashamed of our father.”




  Miriam was silent for a moment; for there was a deeper shade on the clear olive skin, and a flush of pink painted on her cheek, as a blush rose deepens in the sun. Her recollection seemed to have gone back years to the time when she had yet another parent.




  “I do not see how we can blame him,” she said, with a sense of justice so rare in woman. “Sir Percival was hard, perhaps, yet it seems to me that since father has gone we are happier.”




  She said this hesitatingly, as one fears to utter praise. Hazael made a great splashing with his feet to show his approbation of this sentiment. But Abishai shut his thin lips the closer, and there came into his eyes a look merciless and vindictive, and strangely out of place for one so young.




  “You think so because your memory is not so long or conscious as mine. But I remember, though I was only ten. Father never forgave an injury, and he will not forget this one. You wait and see.” And then the speaker sank his voice to the softest whisper. “A time will come when Sir Percival Decie shall regret his cruelty to the last day of his life.”




  “You were always father’s favourite,” Hazael observed—“so Mother says.”




  “He liked me best,” Abishai replied, with unconscious pride. “He knew I should grow up like him. He taught me to always save a penny where I could; how to deal and bargain, and how to tell precious stones. And I have profited by his teaching. None of you can show anything like this.”




  Abishai, after some painful writhings, produced a little leathern bag from the recesses of a secret pocket, and, opening it, laid three stones upon the palm of his dusky hand. They glittered and sparkled in the sun like dew upon the hedgerows, but their shine was no brighter than the shimmer in the owner’s eyes. Hazael drew his breath with a sudden gasp of admiration, such as his race always have for diamonds; but Miriam drew no closer than she was impelled by a woman’s curiosity.




  “Where did you get them?” Hazael faltered, in fascinated wonderment. “They are not your own, surely?”




  “They are mine,” Abisahi replied. “When will you have anything so precious? Never. Look how they glitter in the sun; there is no falseness or deception there. That is what my father taught me. I bought these from a sailor: ay, so cheap, too. Only two pounds they cost me, but I would have had them if it had been ten times the money. Look at that white stone: how it gleams! I would not take fifty pounds for them now.”




  “What are you going to do with them?” Hazael asked, still lost in admiration.




  “They are the first step to fortune. I shall change them into money, and lend it out in small sums; I shall treble it in a year, and treble that in another year, until——”




  Abishai’s eyes had commenced to glow as he conjured up this alluring prospect. In imagination he saw himself rich and powerful. This was his darling ambition. Then something splashed in the water, sending a wreath of silver spray over the earnest group; and, looking up, they saw a crowd had gathered round them. By them there stood two girls: one pale and frightened, the other with a cut upon her forehead and a thin purple streak on her face. Miriam turned to them with haughty disdain. The newcomers were of the same consanguinuity, but between them existed a deadly feud, not so tragic, but as lasting and bitter, as the feud of the Capulets and Montagus.




  “Ruth and Aurora Meyer,” Miriam cried, “how could you come near us?”




  “Do you think I wanted to come,” cried the wounded one, wiping her stained face. “I came to warn you. Look there!”




  The crowd gathered round were mostly children, with the hard marks of hunger in their faces, but cruel and desperate as if they had been a besieging army. They came closer, throwing stones and dirt at those hated Jews; hated the more now that there was so painful a contrast between them. The gaunt hollow eyes and paled faces looked mischief, for they were desperate and cared not for gaol, for that at least meant food. Presently, one bolder than the rest threw a stone, striking Hazael upon the temple.




  And the hot blood in his veins fired up at this stinging blow, for the hatred between the rival factions was normal. With a cry he sprang forward, and rushed briskly upon the opposing force.




  The fray became general; for there was no pluck wasted on either side. Hazael, with every nerve in his body thrilling, and supported by Abishai, who used his crutch with disastrous effect, fought bravely on. Even the girls sank their enmity in face of this common danger and returned blow for blow.




  But the opposing army had too genuine a contempt for the rules of war or difference of sex to disdain force in return, and by very stress of numbers were bearing down the little knot of dark-hued Hebrews. It was, classically speaking, horrid war between hunger and plenty, Jew and Gentile, Demos and Order, and the tribe of Abraham were getting the worst of it.




  At this fateful moment, startled by the din of combat from the dim shade where he had been sleeping, a lad appeared and, taking in the situation at a glance, bore down upon the fray. His limbs were lithe, and spoke of power, though upon his pale, clear-cut features there was no trace of sympathy or passion.




  With quick resolution he decided to throw his influence into the weaker scale, not from any love of fair play, but rather that instinct which impels most of us to reside with the more respectable cause. Unseen, he approached the group, and with a few dexterous twists slipped through the crowd and stood by Hazael’s side.




  The effect of this unexpected aid was speedily felt. The stranger wasted little time in unnecessary diplomacy, but singling out the plebeian leader, attacked him with such force and fury that he was fain to lie down and cry for mercy. Abishai marked the weight of their ally’s blows, delivered not so much in honest fight, but struck with a nervous weight which delighted the hunchback’s vindictive soul.




  He whirled the crutch round his head with renewed vigour; gradually the crowd fell back, and then, with a parting jeer and a volley of stones, melted away. For a time the victors regarded their preserver in breathless silence. It was Miriam who came forward at length, holding out her hand as a queen might extend her fingers for a favourite courtier to kiss.




  “We thank you,” she said. “This is very good of you.”




  “I have done nothing,” the youth replied. “Anything is better than lying down yonder almost asleep and starving.”




  He was leaning a granite block listlessly, with his left hand hanging inertly by his side. His face they saw was paler than its wont, as if he was undergoing some acute pain, which served to intensify the refinement of his features. His head was held with a certain easy carriage; the eyes were fearless, the lips were thin and cruel, and spoilt an otherwise pleasant countenance.




  And yet in his tattered garments he looked almost a gentleman. Abishai propped the crutch under his chin, and regarded the stranger earnestly from under his deep-set eyebrows.




  “You fight well,” he croaked, with a pleased recollection of the ringleader’s discomfiture. “I am strong, but I cannot strike like that.”




  “I am used to it,” the stranger replied, carelessly. “One does get used to it in knocking about the country. I used to travel the fairs with a company of pugilists. I was the infant wonder, you mind. Sometimes I got badly hurt; but I learnt something, too.”




  He raised his hands in an attitude of self-defence, but dropped them again in a sudden spasm of pain. Miriam, with a woman’s quick intuition, saw that he was hurt, and, coming to his side, took his hand in hers.




  “You have broken your wrist,” she said. “Why did you not say so before?” She turned to the other two girls, who were still standing in the background. “Ruth and Aurora Meyer, how dare you stay here? Go! Boy, what is your name?”




  “My name?” he laughed, slowly. “I have no name yet. But you may call me Speedwell—Philip Speedwell, for want of a better.”




  “Then, Philip Speedwell, you must come with me.”




  She turned and led the way, beckoning him to follow her. Hazael said nothing, but Abishai crept alongside Miriam with a scowl upon his face.




  “Are you going to take him home?” he asked, incredulously.




  “Of course. Has he not fought for us, and been injured in our cause? Mother can see to his wound, and give him something to eat. Ah! even then, Abishai, there will be enough for you.”




  “Abishai would steal the food from a dog,” Hazael exclaimed, turning to the stranger, who had listened to this dialogue with a faint smile. “He has no gratitude. No wonder men hate our people.”




  “We always hate those who are better off than ourselves. I thought you were Jews when I heard your names. So your brother would steal the bone from a dog? Well, at present, so would I. But he should have a little feeling for me, because on my mother’s side I, too, am one of you.”
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  Had the haughty families, Montagu and Capulet, been next door neighbours—to use our homely idiom—the disasters of the unhappy lovers would probably have been still more intensified in those good old days when gentlemen carried rapiers and were hypersensitive of their name and honour. But in the broad light of the nineteenth century, the exigencies of Society demand a different method of maintaining a respectable family feud, and the belligerents may live side by side without danger of mortal combat and the slitting of wizends. Certain it is that the Abrahams and Meyers hated one another with the same rancour as their more patrician prototypes, though they dwelt side by side, and pursued the same occupation of general dealers and pawnbrokers. The houses, low-browed and half-timbered, with beetling gables, had originally been one shop, standing in Horton-street, and were, perhaps, the only relics of the Middle Ages at present remaining in Westport. The shops were dark and stuffy, by reason of the kind of trade carried on there, and in the back part of the premises, the portion devoted to pawnbroking, there were sundry little boxes where the more timid might retire to bargain with Rebecca Abraham for a loan on any valuable they might be fortunate enough to possess, to say nothing of the advantage of a side door leading into a lane, thus ensuring privacy and protection against the nagging of slanderous tongues. Another lane ran by the side of Meyer’s establishment, and their private boxes were situated in exactly the same place, with a few holes bored in the wainscot for ventilation, so that anyone of a curious turn doing business in one place could hear what was being transacted in the other. On the broad, shallow landing, four bedrooms led out on either side, except one, where a partition had been erected when the houses had been made into two; and here was a door, connecting the two establishments, but which now had been carefully barred for years.




  Between the long, narrow counters Miriam led the way, followed by the stranger, Hazael coming close behind, and Abishai lingering after him, banging his crutch with an angry jerk upon the floor, and scowling hideously. The guide led the way to a little room behind, where an elderly woman was seated, with a pile of silver lying on the table before her. These she was polishing in a loving, tender fashion with a chamois leather. Her hair was quite white, and there were lines upon her face graven by years of care and trouble. Her eyes were still full and flashing, her nose such as you see only in one race.




  “Mother,” said Miriam, “I have brought you a friend.”




  Rebecca Abraham looked up swiftly, then down again, saying nothing in reply.




  She had a bracelet in her hand, rubbing the tarnished surface with her long, polished fingers. Abishai tapped with his crutch again, and gazed at his mother in fond expectation, waiting for her to speak.




  “A friend in the land of the Gentile is like the mirage of the desert, bringing hope only to increase despair. We have no friends: for is not our hand against every man’s, and every man’s against us!”




  She pushed back the white masses of hair from her forehead. There was a foreign accent in the words, as one who speaks a tongue not her own. Then, as if the matter were dismissed, she ran her long lithe fingers round the ornament again, till it shone like a white gleam in the gloom. The stranger stood looking on totally unmoved. It was all one to him whether he was sleeping under the shade of a sail by the quay or resting in one of the carven chairs with their tarnished crimson furniture.




  “You are wrong, mother,” Miriam spoke again.




  Then, without waiting for any reply, she told the story of the battle by the docks. Rebecca listened to the tale, though her hands were never idle. When it was finished, she swept the heap of silver aside, and taking a fair, white cloth, placed it upon the table and set out food.




  “You are hungry?” she asked. “Then sit down and eat.”




  Nothing loth, for hunger conquers all feelings of diffidence, Speedwell took his seat, and turned with a wolfish look to the cold meats before him.




  He had eaten nothing since the previous afternoon, but from stern experience he knew the effects of ravenous feeding. So, in a meditative way, he ate slowly and deliberately, and presently his eyes began to wander round the place in easy contemplation. Miriam, without seeming to notice his gratitude, waited upon him, cutting up his meat, for his injured hand lay upon the table helpless. Then, with a contented sigh, he lay back, and, from force of habit and an aptitude for finding comfort in strange places, he fell asleep.




  “A good meal,” said Abishai, regarding the scraps regretfully; “an enormous meal. Nearly enough to keep us for a day. But Miriam was always wasteful and thoughtless. If it had been me——”




  “If it had been you!” Miriam exclaimed, in ineffable disdain: “you would have left him to stave and rot for all you cared. Yes; and he may have saved your life. And our own flesh and blood, too.”




  In the dim room it was almost too dark to distinguish the slumbering lad’s features. Rebecca Abraham drew closer and peered eagerly into his face, like one who has been searching for a thing long and hopes to have found it.




  “It was not in the eyes,” she said, speaking to herself. “No, I cannot see it. Miriam, my child, how do you know this?”




  “He told me he was one of us, mother, though his name is not one of ours. You are not angry that I brought him here?”




  “No, I am not angry, my child. We must try to pay our debts, even those of gratitude, though ‘tis poorly expressed. The lad is homeless, you say; but we are too poor to have a burden laid upon us.”




  “You need not fear for that,” answered Miriam. “He will not stay here, being one of the wanderers from place to place, living on the bread of charity.”




  “A thief maybe; perhaps one who knows the inside of a gaol,” Abishai observed, his head still propped upon his crutch; “a common, ragged vagabond, who comes here to spy out the house, and rob us in the night.”




  The shrill voice seemed to rouse the sleeping lad, for he stirred in his chair and opened his eyes. He fixed them upon the hunchback with a glare which caused him to start back affrighted, fearful lest his words had been heard. The outcast smiled bitterly.




  “I have been starved and beaten,” he said. “I have slept in the open air, when I might have known warmth and comfort; but I am no thief, neither do I know the inside of prison walls. Yes, I heard you; the sleep of one who moves from place to place is light, like that of the curs he herds with. But I am no thief, Abishai Abraham.”




  “How do I know that?” asked the cripple, glancing suspiciously, yet shrinking back, somewhat abashed. “How can you prove that?”




  “When you bought those diamonds last night, in that quiet place down by the docks, how easy it would have been to rob you then. You did not know how close I was to you; it was easily done. You will think better of me when you know me as your father does.”




  Rebecca dropped the bracelet she was noiselessly polishing, and gazed at the speaker with wild, affrighted eyes.




  “You have seen him?” she faltered.




  Miriam and Hazael turned to one another almost fearfully. Abishai had folded his hands upon his crutch, his eyes bright and exultant; but in their different emotions they did not heed the strange ague which seemed to have smitten their mother in every limb.




  “I have known him some weeks now,” the stranger said, lowering his voice to an impressive whisper. “Never mind how. Partly because he was kind to me, I did all I could for you to-day. We parted some time ago.”




  “This is some strange mistake,” Rebecca said, with uneven voice, “because the father of my children is not——”




  “At liberty, you would say. Strange you have not heard. Saul Abraham escaped nearly two months ago from Portland.”




  For some moments there was a painful silence, broken only by the sound of laboured breathing. Rebecca turned away, so that the declining red rays of sunlight falling through the dim panes should not show the white, despairing agony of her face.




  “It matters not how we met,” Speedwell continued, “but we were useful to one another. Then we parted, little expecting to meet again, till I saw him last night.”




  “Here in this very place?” Rebecca asked.




  “Yes; down by the docks. Abishai there almost touched us as he passed.”




  “The will of Heaven will be done!” she murmured; “for whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth. I have prayed that after all these years——What is that?”




  She pressed her hand to her heart, which was beating wildly. There was a sound of a heavy step in the shop coming towards them. They sat almost afraid to move, till the latch was raised, and the new-comer entered. Fresh from the bright sunshine, he could see nothing but a group of silhouettes, and so their emotion was lost upon him.




  The deepening light showed them a man of more than medium height, with a benevolent face, clean-shaven, and fringed with silvery hair. He wore upon his head a broad felt hat, which he had not removed on entering. He had on a long waistcoat reaching almost to his knees, a ruffled shirt-front, and a full-skirted coat of sombre brown. His nether man was clad in homespun breeches, finished off with gray knitted hose and heavy shoes latched with steel buckles. As he stood there, with his large white hands folded behind him, he might have posed for the embodiment of prosperity, in which, indeed, his looks would not have belied him, for Mark Lockwood was reputed to be the wealthiest manufacturer in Westport; a generous friend, a good master, albeit an uncompromising Quaker.




  By this time Rebecca had recovered herself. She came forward with a gesture of humility almost Oriental, and placed a chair for the new-comer. Then raising the skirt of his coat to her lips, she kissed it reverently, and, folding her hands, waited for him to speak.




  “I have come, friend Rebecca, because I hear that some of my people have been molesting thee,” said Mr. Lockwood. “They are a wild lot, and take great delight in the maltreating of innocent persons. They have been assaulting thy children. I trust no grievous harm has been wrought.”




  “No harm, I thank you, master,” Rebecca answered. “You know how they hate us always, and how much the more now that my children are well nourished while they are starving.”




  “The stiff-necked will not hearken to the voice of reason,” returned the manufacturer. “Verily, this strife between master and man grieves me sorely. Even my mediations have failed to heal the breech, and yet we must have justice as well as they. But it was an evil day for Westport when the labourer listened to the voice of the charmer. But thou hast not told me, friend, how thy children came off unscathed.”




  In a few words Rebecca told the simple story. Abishai stood gloomily in the background, but Miriam and Hazael drew their champion forward, where the light might fall upon his face. Mark Lockwood clasped his hands round one knee, and regarded the lad not unkindly for a brief space.




  “Thou’rt well-favoured, boy,” he said, at length, “and I like the expression of thy face. Tell me thy name, please.”




  “I am called Speedwell,” was the haughty reply. “What is yours?”




  “Nay; but I did not mean to wound thy feelings,” Mr. Lockwood observed, with a gentle smile, “nor do I seek to pry into thy affairs. But I like spirit in a lad. Art willing to work?”




  “I am willing to do anything to get an honest living, sir. The question is, are you willing to give me the chance?”




  The merchant rubbed his chin, looking meanwhile into his questioner’s face with shrewd, smiling gray eyes. He was too natively independent himself to despise that spirit in others. But the spindles were silent now, the workshops empty. It was no time to seek for work in Westport.




  “Thy question is a fair one,” he answered, at the same time taking a purse from his pocket, “though it is somewhat difficult to answer. But this unfortunate strife cannot last long, and then I can do something for thee. Art thou willing to tarry here?”




  Abishai drew a deep, anxious breath as he awaited the answer to this question. That his mother would do anything Mark Lockwood asked he well knew, but the idea that the stranger might so decide was gall to his miserly soul. Still, the sight of the purse was an evidence of benevolent intention.




  “I am willing to stay here,” Speedwell answered at length.




  “Then that is well. Friend Rebecca, can’st thou find the lad board and lodging till I am in need of his services.”




  “It is but a small favour you ask,” replied the Jewess, fervently. “I have not forgotten. If you desire he may stay, and welcome.”




  “Nay, I do not mean that thou shalt bear the burden. Here is money sufficient for the lad’s present needs, and to purchase him suitable habiliments.”




  Mark Lockwood laid some gold upon the table. Rebecca, after a mental struggle, put out her hand, gathering up the coins with a low murmur of thanks. She fain would have refused the money, but the instinct of race was too strong within her, and moreover—like Isaac of York’s silver—the sovereigns were crisp and clear. The manufacturer, with his hands still clasped behind him, regarded Speedwell kindly, though the benevolence was tempered with some worldly shrewdness. Then, patting his new protege upon the back, he turned and left the room without another word.




  “You are fortunate among men,” Rebecca said at length. “You have found a master such as few toilers have. Serve him well, and he will serve you well all the days of your life.”




  “As he treats me so I shall repay him.” Speedwell answered, with a quick flush. “He seems to be a good man.”




  “Ay, that he is,” Abishai cried. “Never a better in Westport.”




  A fire had lighted in the hunchback’s eyes like a frosty glitter of winter stars. But there was no ring of sincerity in his voice beyond the warmth fired in him by the sight of the red gold.
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  Darkness had fallen on the docks. Gradually the tapering masts had melted into the fading sky till the cordage became faint as gossamer, and the dark shining hulls reposed shimmering against the evening mists coming up from the sea on the breast of the tide. The ghostly light faded away; distance was annulled save where a lantern gleamed in nebulous circles.




  There was nothing moving except the shadows, or so it seemed, till a black mass crept out from between the sheltering haven of the wood piles and crept cautiously along the granite quay. In the fell gloom it might have passed for a hunted animal; but it was worse than that, being a hunted man. Presently, he moved on again, crouching close, for a splash of light fell upon him from a ship’s deck.




  It was not a pleasant face which turned towards the golden light. The eyes were black and tempestuously wild, with defiant fear radiating the purple iris. The skin was darker for the wrinkles graven upon it, the nose curving like a bow from the forehead, horribly aslant to the gibing thin lips. His frame was closely knit and, from the hilarious swing of the arms, powerful; for he tossed them from time to time over his head as if the sensation was a new and pleasing one. For a second he scowled at the light, then plunged into the gloom again, pressing upon his way till he reached the water edge, and, casting away his shoes, dangled his bruised feet in the fair water. At the sound of the gurgling wash, an object standing so still that the fugitive had taken it for a capstan, suddenly moved, whistling softly.




  “Is it safe to be sitting there in the darkness?”




  “Safer than the sun for some of us,” the convict replied with a deep respiration of relief. “Is that you, Phil?”




  “Yes, more fool me, when I might have been safe in bed.”




  “But you dared not stay away, my dear; you dare not when old Saul wants you. Have you brought the tobacco and the brandy?”




  He chuckled with dry horrid glee, crowing the more as the new comer produced sundry packets from his pockets. Then, filling up his pipe, he cautiously struck a match, and shading it from sight with his horny claw, ignited the tobacco. As he threw the light away, the wisp-like flame lit up for a second the face of Philip Speedwell.




  He was pale and ill at ease; all his flinty assurance gone. The convict sucked his pipe, and applied himself with affectionate zest to the flat bottle in his hand, till he became loquacious under its cheering influence.




  “Why don’t you talk?” he demanded. “Let me hear your sweet voice. Ah, it is all very well for you, who can show your face anywhere! I haven’t spoken to a soul since last night. Been lying under the piles all through this accursed daylight, with every footfall bringing my heart up into my mouth; fancying a hand upon my shoulder every minute. What a fool I’ve been; and only another eighteen months to wait for my release. And now, if I get caught, it’ll mean five years. You were wise to wait till your time was up.”




  The outcast rambled on in his dry, rusty tones, grateful for the blessing which had brought him someone to talk with. It seemed a positive luxury after those awful quiet hours, to feel the presence of a companion.




  “Don’t talk like that about me,” Speedwell returned, moodily.




  “Well, I suppose you won’t deny you have been in gaol?”




  “And how much the better shall I be for owning it? Besides, now I have a chance to turn honest—ay, and mean to.”




  The convict lay back, his sides heaving, and face working with every sign of unbounded hilarity, though no sound issued from his cavernous throat.




  “Ah, that’s just the way you used to gammon the chaplain,” he said, in a tone of pleased retrospection. “You always were an artful chap, but no use to try and bamboozle me. Besides, we couldn’t spare you. But if there is anything in the wind, let’s have it.”




  Saul Abraham listened in unbounded astonishment to Speedwell’s tale. For a time he was perfectly silent, his eyes glaring in the dark like a cat’s. Partly he was inclined to envy his companion’s good fortune, but more especially he speculated upon the possible advantage that might spring from it.




  “There is something in the honesty dodge, after all,” he ruminated, softly. “Anyway, you had better stay where you are for the present. If anything happens to me”—here he shuddered—“you might be useful here. If old Lockwood has taken a fancy to you, your fortune is as good as made.”




  “What are you going to do?” asked Speedwell, with anxiety ill-disguised. “You can’t hang about here much longer.”




  “Don’t want reminding of that,” the convict growled. “Besides, you don’t suppose I found my way here because I was dying for a sight of my family? I came for something better—revenge. And you’ve got to help me. Listen.”




  It was only the deep bay of a dog, reverberating in widening echoes on the still night air. Abrahams drew a respiration of relief.




  “My nerves are not what they used to be,” he continued. “If it hadn’t been for what I am bound to do, I should have given myself up long ago. I dare say you wonder what it has got to do with you. And that’s why I brought you here. To begin with, your name ain’t Speedwell at all.”




  “That I know,” answered the lad, moodily. “The question is, what is it?”




  “Just what I’m coming to. Now, being relations——”




  “Relations?”




  “Nephew, don’t make that noise, you gaol bird? Do you want the whole town down upon us? Yes, you’re my nephew, and I congratulate you upon your uncle. Your mother was my sister, your father was in the Royal Blues, once Captain Decie, brother of Sir Percival Decie, of The Moat, close here. And that’s the man you and I have to crush. Time was when I was young and confiding, though you wouldn’t think it now; when I was the Captain’s valet, and thought him the finest gentleman alive. Why, even now, if he was to come here and say the word, I believe I should get up and follow him like a dog. But I am talking about what happened years ago, and it is getting late. Well, the Captain was a gay young man, different to his brother, Sir Percival, and lived in London, ruffling it with the best of them, spending his money like water, but pleasant and open-handed to his servants. Lord, we would have gone through fire and water for him. It was one time when we were staying at The Moat that the first thing happened. My mother kept the old shop where you have been to-day, and my sister—your mother that is—lived with her. When I fell in love with my wife, and asked the Captain’s permission to get married, he laughed in his pleasant way, and said he must come and salute the bride. So down he came to our house, and made himself at home directly, flirting with Rachel—your mother again—but we thought nothing. And when she disappeared, six months later, I never suspected him.




  “So five or six years passed, and we heard nothing of Rachel. In that time I had three children born—those you know. We were backwards and forwards from London so often that I left Rebecca with my mother to manage the shop. By the influence of the Decie’s they had made a fair business. Ah! the Meyers; I had almost forgotten them. You will see presently how their jealousy injured me.




  “It was about this time that the Captain quarrelled with his brother. It was over money matters, for by this time my master had got into low water; often times he hadn’t sufficient to satisfy his debts of honour. Then came one night when he reached home, staggering like a drunken man, with his face like a sheet of paper. When I asked him what was wrong, he just said in a stem, quiet way, we must go to Westport on the morrow, and went to bed.




  “So down here we came, and put up at the best hotel in the town. In the afternoon the Captain gave me a note to take to The Moat.




  “‘On that answer my honour depends,’ he said to me.




  “Then I knew it was for money, and to The Moat I went. They showed me into Sir Percival’s study, where he was writing.




  “He read the note through without so much as a change of eyelid, then appeared undecided. After reading the letter again he went out, leaving me alone.




  “He was away some time, so to pass the moments I fell to looking round the place. In the wall was an iron safe with the door open, and in there, lying open, was a diamond necklet. Ah! you know what an eye a Jew has for precious stones. Just as I was wondering what the worth of it was Sir Percival came back.




  “‘Tell your master the answer is ‘no,”’ he said.




  “I should have gone then, only, as ill-luck would have it, Lady Decie came in. I could see that her face was disturbed and uneasy, for as Sir Percival looked at her he shook his head. Presently they got whispering together, she asking some favour, he looking determined. With a look at me she beckoned him out, and then I don’t know how it was, but a moment later the diamond necklet was in my pocket.”




  The speaker paused, his head bent forward in a listening attitude, for in the distance there was a subdued murmur of voices. He slipped on his heavy boots and rose to his feet.




  “It’s nothing,” said Speedwell, impatiently. “Go on.”




  “I don’t know. Sometimes the shadows frighten me,” the convict resumed. “Well, I’d hardly done it when Sir Percival returned. He seemed annoyed and restless, but he had not changed.”




  “‘I have nothing to add,’ said he. ‘You have your message.’




  “I was glad enough to go now. When I told the Captain, he just whistled softly, and looked away from me. Then making bold, I asked him how much he wanted to save him.




  “‘I can’t go back to London without 500,’ he says.




  “It didn’t take me long to make up mind. I knew we hadn’t half so much money at home, so I determined to try Isha Meyer. When I showed him the bracelet, I saw his eyes shining, but I thought nothing of it then. So the long and short of it was that he agreed to lend me the money, and I was to call again in the afternoon.




  “I must have been mad when I did it. So back I went to the Captain, where another surprise awaited me. I heard a sound of voices in the room, so after I’d knocked more than once, I went in, and there was a woman hanging round my master’s neck, crying and sobbing. When she heard me she looked round, and I saw it was my sister.




  “That was a nice thing, wasn’t it? But no need to say more about that. Woman like, she had scented out danger, and come down post haste to warn him. When he had explained all round it was late in the afternoon. As I was starting to Meyer’s again there came a knock at the door, and in walked a couple of policemen and old Meyer himself. Directly I caught sight of his face, grinning and chuckling, I knew I was lost. It was awful luck. It appears that the necklet had a peculiar fastening, and Meyer, being a skilled workman, had been once employed to mend it. He spotted it in a moment, and directly my back was turned must have posted over to The Moat and seen Sir Percival. That was his revenge. Mine will come.




  “I need not say any more. My mother would have found the money, the Captain would have begged me off on his knees, but Sir Percival was adamant. I was tried and convicted, and sentenced to ten years’ penal servitude. But my time will come, boy. Every day, every month, every year has added to my hate, till it has become a disease. You will have to help me. I can wait; but the time is coming, and then, Sir Percival, and then——”




  Behind the mask of night the convict’s face was painted with a black malignant hate. The memory of his wrongs had been cherished till they formed part of his being.




  He murmured to himself in his short unkempt beard.




  “And how do you know this man was my father?” Speedwell asked.




  “Because you bear your mother’s assumed name. But mind, that secret is yours and mine. Some day I will tell you how I recognised you for certain. And mind, if you tell Rebecca who you are she will turn you from the door, though you are dying of hunger. There is one thing no Jew ever forgives, and that is love for one of them to a Christian. Your mother could have brought no deeper degradation on her race and name than she did. Even I would have seen her in a coffin first. That noise again?”




  It seemed like the softened tread of footsteps; as if the shadows were marching on them in ghostly squadrons. There was a sudden silence, till a bright light flashed out in one long dazzling streak.




  “Saul Abrahams, I arrest you in the Queen’s name!”




  There was a quick rush forward, a sound of a pistol on the startled air, a shimmer of blue, and the quick twinkle of silver buttons. A short struggle, and the iron bands closed on the convict’s wrists.




  Speedwell stood amazed for a moment, then a hand was laid upon his arm, and a voice whispered, “Into the water—quick. Do not be afraid, I will follow you.”




  It was not in his nature to be afraid. Under cover of the darkness he slid into the black inky pool striking out, and as he did so his course was guided by an unseen hand. A moment later he was standing on the further bank.




  “Who is it?” he whispered.




  The unseen hand, still resting on his arm, drew him away towards the town. So they walked on silently till the light began to grow bolder in the distance.




  Speedwell glanced at his companion’s face. It was Miriam.




  “What brings you here?” he cried.




  “Your danger. I heard you steal down the stairs and followed you. Something told me where you were going. Tell me, is that man——”




  She said no more, but completed her sentence with a backward swing.




  “You have repaid me for what I have done for you,” he said. “Promise me that what you have seen to-night shall never be repeated—promise. The man I was with is your father.”
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  Though Speedwell’s exhortation to silence was conceived in best intent, it proved to be of no avail. And as he lay through the night, watching the pallid stars fade from the infinite scroll of heaven, till morn came up from the east, like the outstretched wings of a bird, and the mast needles ‘gan to line the morning mists, he travelled in imagination the old weary journey. The Jewish blood ran in his veins. That was the barrier between him and the Christian race. Moreover, Abraham’s words had made a deep impression upon him. He, too, felt the mysterious tie of consanguinity which binds the chosen people together. And his mother had received the greatest wrong of all from a Gentile. Henceforth he was a Jew.




  Idle Westport, standing out of doors in the morning sun—listless, sullen, discontented, with brooding hate lurking in every hollow eye and haggard cheek—heard the news. Some had gathered round the police court, that magnetic focus of attraction for the unemployed, deriving some scant comfort, as Rochefoucauld says, from the contemplation of other’s misfortunes. Presently, passing through the idlers to the Magistrate’s room, came Sir Percival Decie. Haughty and listless; clean, spotless, immaculate; as different to the common clay as man could be—and as he passed a murmur ran round, for the county magnate was far from popular; a common thing for a country gentleman who has a profound contempt for the masses and a passion for preserving game. A deadly foe of poachers, therefore.




  There was not much business upon the paper, Presently Saul Abraham was placed in the dock. Calmly he looked round the rugged assembly, then fixed his glittering eyes upon the chairman, with a glance of bitterest hate and enmity.




  “I merely ask for a remand, your worship,” said the chief of police, after the preliminaries had been gone through. “The prisoner is arrested on suspicion of being one Saul Abrahams, who has been missing from Portland Gaol for the past few weeks.”




  Sir Percival looked at the prisoner through his gold-rimmed spectacles. The name seemed to strike him in some vague way as a familiar one. But he folded his white hands judicially, waiting for the witness to continue.




  In the background Miriam and Speedwell stood together. The lad was watching the proceedings with languid interest, like one who has witnessed kindred sights before. Miriam remained quietly by, her face pale as marble, though no sign of inward emotion escaped her; it was too terribly real; so hideously patent for anything but dumb fascination.




  The prisoner there was her father—that rugged, haunted-looking wretch, with the wild eyes and dark, evil face. Once he turned towards her with a scowl, their eyes meeting. In spite of her natural courage, her limbs trembled, and she sank back into the listless, patient crowd.




  “What will they do with him?” she whispered, at length.




  Speedwell turned to her, striving to recollect the small amount of criminal lore, most of which he had learnt by experience, but any answer of his was rendered unnecessary. Abrahams spoke for himself. The charge had been read over to him. The angry multitude waited in dreary anticipation for him to speak.




  “No use denying it,” he said; “I am the man, Sir Percival Decie.” He folded his arms, looking defiantly before him. “You ought to know me.”




  Sir Percival looked over his gold spectacles in haughty amazement. For a moment the sheer audacity of the words amazed him.




  “Don’t you know me?” he screamed in a passion of despair. “Don’t you know the man you persecuted? Saul Abraham, the thief, the gaol-bird, the man who robbed you.”




  The indifferent audience were aroused now. An electric thrill seemed to go through them, as they bent together, whispering to one another. Scarcely had they time to bring recollection to bear, for most of them remembered the convict now, before he had disappeared from the dock. Sir Percival, red and hot, was smoothing his ruffled dignity by a liberal use of handkerchief, and wearing his severest judicial aspect. To his mind the majesty of the law had been most grossly outraged.




  Miriam fought her way through the throng, her eyes glittering, her face aflame. She heard nothing of the jeers and mocking laughs which followed her. So fast did she go that Speedwell, struggling behind, was barely emerging from the court before she was half way down the street. With a few rapid strides he was by her side.




  “Don’t take on!” he whispered. “Don’t let them see you feel it!” There was something stirring his pulses—a reckless courage which cast out fear. “Try and smile, Miriam! You cowardly wretches!”




  But had the whole world been laid at Miriam’s feet she could not have uttered a single word. Shame and indignation choked her; the reckless laughter of the crowd sounded in her ears like a horrid nightmare. To the spectators in their misery it was good to see a fellow-creature in distress, and a new zest was added to their sport by the fact of her being one of the hated Jews. But, reckless as they were, there was something in her manner which protected her from bodily hurt.




  “I can’t understand it!” she gasped, at length. “How—how do they know——”




  “That he is your father? Easily enough. Many of them remember now who had forgotten; besides, disgrace travels quickly. What is that?”




  The crowd became more dense, there was a tramp of heavy footsteps, and suddenly Miriam and her champion found themselves forgotten. The girl began to recover herself, and, looking round, saw that Sir Percival Decie himself standing by her side, holding a boy by the hand. His face had lost its judicial severity; he looked somewhat anxious, and glanced uneasily at the lad by his side.




  Miriam drew herself away, as if afraid of contact with some unclean thing. But Sir Percival did not notice this, for his glance was riveted on the procession coming along the street.




  First came some score of workmen walking in military order, and carrying stout sticks gaily decorated with ribbons; then followed a cart, and seated therein were four men, evidently conscious of their own celebrity, for they assumed a ludicrous air of importance, which ill-accorded with their grimy garments and coarse, repulsive countenances.




  They were drawn along amidst cheers and tumult, which waxed hotter as the crowd passed along, gathering like a snowball. Miriam turned a white, scared face to Sir Percival, who was pale as herself.




  “What is it?” Speedwell asked, listlessly. “Fortunate for us, anyway.”




  “Poachers!” Miriam whispered. “Ah! I forgot you can’t understand. These men were sentenced to four months’ imprisonment for poaching on Sir Percival Decie’s land. The hands made a great deal of it at the time, for it seems some of them were starving. They will kill him if they see him.”




  Speedwell glanced at the Baronet in his turn, feeling a perfect callousness as to his fate.




  “It will do him good to be hustled about a bit,” he said. “I suppose he has feelings like us common people.”




  “You don’t know what you are saying,” cried Miriam. “You don’t know these men—I do. Oh, pray that they do not see him!”




  As if in answer to this outspoken prayer, a hoarse murmur suddenly shot up to the silent sky, like the roar of surf upon a rock-bound shore. Like the waves thereon, the multitude swayed and broke, as they surged towards Sir Percival and his youthful companion. The sense of wrong and misery had fired their blood like wine; they were mad for vengeance now, mad and ruthless as the mob which bore Louis Capet to the scaffold.




  Sir Percival’s hat had fallen off in the first rush, so he stood facing his wild antagonists bareheaded, his gray hair shining in the bright sunlight. He had stepped back against a high factory wall, and almost unconsciously Miriam and Speedwell had retreated with him. Then they seemed to feel, as the mob felt, that there was a common cause between them.




  He is a bold man who in the broad light of day first sets hands upon a fellow creature. There was a certain hesitation now, an ominous lull in the tumult, each waiting for the other to lead the attack. The little group were pale and breathless, but they were not afraid. Perhaps it was this and Sir Percival’s haughty look which tamed the fiery passions for awhile. Then someone in the crowd threw a stone, which struck Miriam on the lip and cut the tender flesh, leaving a red stain trickling down her chin.




  She scarcely seemed to feel the pain. The blood running in her veins was the life’s fluid of a race inured to insult and pain. She took the stone in her hand and cast it back into the crowd with all the strength of her firm right arm. A roar went up again, not wholly anger, for the action was a superbly disdainful one, and commanded admiration. Then almost before the mob could recover, a huge door was opened in the wall, and, as if by magic, their victims disappeared from their gaze.




  It was to Speedwell’s nimble wit that they owed their safety. While they had been facing the mob he had been casting about for some means of escape. He had climbed to the top of the wall, and, to his delight found they were only a few yards from the folding doors, bolted now since the factory was closed. To slip down and draw the bolts, leaving the door to be pushed open, was the work of a moment, and almost before he was missed he was back again. Inch by inch he had edged the little party, till they stood against the door. Suddenly pushing it back, he quickly got them through. When the mob rushed for the door it was fast as bolts and bars could bind it.




  It was a large factory-yard they found themselves in, silent as the grave, save for the murmurs from behind the wall. Sir Percival turned to his companions with unruffled dignity.




  “I have to thank you,” he said. “Had it not been for your ready wit I might have been seriously discomposed.”




  “There is no time to lose!” Miriam cried, cutting short what promised to be a long tirade of courtly thanks. “Some of them will scale the wall, and then we shall be in a worse plight still. Make for the other door before they can get round. Come this way—quick!”




  There was no time to lose. Already several grimy, evil faces began to show over the gate. Opposite was another entrance, barred in a similar manner, and to this the fugitives made, fortunately reaching it before the first pursuer found his way into the foundry-yard. Turning into the street again, they saw part of the mob had come round to meet them.




  “We must run!” Miriam cried. “There is no help for it. Come!”




  Sir Percival groaned. The idea of a magnate of his position and standing running bareheaded down the purlieus of Westport was by no means inviting; but, deeming discretion to be the better part of valour, he joined the others as swiftly as his dignity and weight would allow.




  They were barely in time, but Miriam knew her way. A few moments later they found themselves safe from pursuit in the little dingy shop, into which not the most daring of the mob cared to penetrate.




  “To whom am I indebted to this kindness?” Sir Percival inquired, as soon as he had sufficient breath to speak. “Really, had it not been for you, I think—I actually think—they would have laid hands upon me.”




  Speedwell, no respector of persons, laughed aloud; but Miriam turned away and was silent. For the first time she realised what she had done—how she had risked life perhaps for the deadliest enemy.




  “I will tell you, Sir Percival Decie. This is Saul Abraham’s house; the child you are speaking to is his daughter. Explain this, sir. Tell me why you bring your hated presence here?”




  Rebecca was speaking. Her face was stern and set, her eyes hard and merciless.




  The hatred of a decade of years trembled in her voice, for the old wound had been reopened. It was easy to see that she had heard. Sir Percival would have spoken, but Miriam waved him back with a gesture, before which even he was fain to stand aside. In a few words she told the story. The silence became painful, for the voices in the distance had died away.




  “So you had to beg your life at the hands of my child,” Rebecca said. “It is well, Sir Percival. That should hurt your proud soul. But the time will come when you shall ask for it again and be refused. You have seen my husband this morning. I am told you are master now.”




  “Really this dramatic display is quite unnecessary,” Sir Percival replied, laying some gold upon the counter. “If it is a matter of payment——”




  Rebecca swept the coins upon the floor with a disdainful gesture.




  “Payment,” she cried—“payment for a broken heart, a disgraced home! Rather would we have had a little of your so-called Christian charity.”




  They stood looking at each other in puzzled silence, the only sound to break the stillness being the tap of Abishai’s crutch as he moved about, picking up the glittering coins.




  “I see no need to prolong this interview,” Sir Percival replied. “You will take neither thanks or money. I can only tender them again. Come, Victor.”




  The boy, who had been watching the scene intently, turned towards his father.




  For a moment he hesitated, then held out his hand to Miriam. Her eyes were moist, her lips quivering. In a sudden impulse she put up her mouth, which he kissed tenderly. To him it was nothing; to her an evidence of friendship and sincerity, destined to bear good fruit after many days. A moment later they were gone.




  “Miriam,” said Rebecca, “is that how you show your hatred?”




  “Perhaps I have none to show; perhaps I am wrong to think the disgrace was of our own making,” she answered. “You bid me hate Sir Percival and all his kith and kin, but if you had asked me to love the lad it would have been a far easier task.”
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  On the incense-burdened air, odorous from Nature’s spicy breathings, there floated a babble of melody, falling like a plummet from the heavens, as a lark sailing upwards brimmed over with the music of his soul. Like a wide-spreading sheet of glimmering jewels the sea stretched away into the faint, luminous distance, silent and lonely, save where the sun lingered on a far-off sail, and flushed it with a golden glory, or a white-winged gull flashed like a silver scimitar against the boundless blue. The tiny waves, curled in breaking upon the velvet sands, splashing the rocky sentinels, impervious to storm or tempest as they had been for generations. Seven years had been a brief day in their long lives. So quiet was it there that it seemed hard to believe in the smoking chimneys and roaring furnaces of Westport, only four miles away, except when you turned from the ocean contemplation inland to look towards the drifting pall behind.




  It was so quiet and beautiful there on this perfect summer afternoon that one might have felt inclined to wonder that no one had chosen the fair seclusion of the hoary rocks for idle contemplation. But there were two people there gazing seaward and hidden from human ken, as was but natural, for they were lovers, and her head rested upon his shoulder, whilst his arm was round her waist. They seemed like someone we have seen before, alike and yet different, till we realize that seven years ago Hazael Abraham must have been younger than he looks now.




  It was a handsome face in a bold fashion, such a people as Murello loved to delineate, dark and swarth, but bearing no trace of that greed, or avarice, or worldliness which manhood sometimes brings. His companion was slighter and more fair, with but little trace of her genealogy upon her features—all beautiful now from the lovelight in her eyes.




  “I should like to know,” said Hazael, at length, with the air of one who has taken up a broken thread, “where it is going to end, Aurora.”




  Aurora Meyer, for it was she, smiled dreamily. There was such an infinite content in the present; the world seemed so far off. ‘Juliet,’ when she pleaded with her lover for a few moments more, never more completely forgot the traditions of her race than this lovelorn damsel now.




  “I don’t know,” she laughed; “I don’t care. I have forgotten Westport, and I have you. I am intoxicated with the champagne of Nature; I cannot think.”




  “I have always been trained,” Hazael pursued, didactically, “to hate certain persons, but I must have learnt my lesson badly. First of all, it is Sir Percival Decie and his son Victor. He and I are the best of friends. Then your people. It is certainly true that I don’t like them.”




  “And I don’t like yours,” replied Aurora; “so there we are quits.”




  Hazael laughed, as in duty bound, and turned to contemplate his companion’s glowing face. It was strange, he thought, that in spite of all his rigid training, with dislike and loathing so carefully inculcated, that he should be here now with the daughter of an hereditary foe by his side, and love for her in his heart. In idle speculation, now, he traced back the hours from the time when acquaintance had developed into friendship, and friendship into admiration. The secret meetings like this one now, stolen with a few bright hours from the leaden casket of Time, the brightest moments of youth and passion.




  “They must know some time,” he continued; “the question is, when? It will be a hard day for us, but I have friends who will help me. Besides, I shall have Miriam upon my side.”




  “Can you count upon her?” Aurora asked, with some eagerness. “For your sake will she ever care for me? It is years since we have spoken, but I have always admired your sister, Hazael. She has power?”




  “She has more influence than anyone in the house; more, a great deal, than Abishai, in spite of his money. My—my father would have taken possession of everything if it had not been for her.”




  “She is very beautiful,” Aurora answered; “but so stern.”




  “No; not that, but she is just. Sometimes I feel almost afraid of her; and yet she would do anything for me. If I were to tell her how we stand, that we are man and wife, she would look at me with those great scornful eyes of hers, but she would guard me from danger if she could.”




  Aurora shivered a little, conscious of some uneasy feeling. The lark had ceased his melody, and fallen sheer from the hazy sky; a thin track of cloud, gossamer as a bridal veil, had trailed across the sloping sun; a low moan came whispering over the silver sea.




  “I hope there will be no danger,” she said, quietly; “though I am afraid at times. You are a man, and cannot understand these things. But sometimes, when I have not seen you for a day or two, I get uneasy and restless, and then every sound makes my heart beat. Besides, I am afraid of Ruth.”




  “Poor Ruth!” Hazael laughed. With the unconscious audacity of youth, which sees nothing admirable in common things, the plain elder sister was always an object for languid pity. “Poor Ruth! And what have you need to fear with her?”




  “I may be wrong,” replied Aurora; “it may be fancy only; but I think she knows. I have watched her carefully.”




  “But she would say nothing for your sake. Surely, a sister——”




  “Hazael, listen to me.” She laid her hand upon his arm, a deep flush upon her face as she spoke. “I may be wrong in telling you what I am going to tell you now. In that book of poems you lent me I read of many things I was ignorant of before. There was a play called ‘The Mourning Bride.’ I liked that so well that I read it through. I was thinking of Ruth at the time, wondering what had come between us lately, when I came across a line which struck me strangely. Would you like to know?”




  “If you will tell me—yes. But what has that to do with us?”




  “Listen. The line was ‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned!’”




  Hazael glanced into Aurora’s flushed face with a look of purest astonishment.




  For a time he failed to grasp the spirit of the words. Then, as it flashed upon him, the scarlet in Aurora’s features was reflected in his own.




  “Impossible!” he cried. “She never sees me. I have not spoken to her for years.”




  “Nevertheless, I am right. You do not know Ruth as I do; how passionate she is, and what headstrong fancies she takes. I do not think she could love purely and suffer for love’s sake. It would rather be a blind, wilful passion.”




  “But, consider, dearest, what you are saying. In the first place, we are strangers, though we have many kindred ties. Oh! it is impossible.”




  “I may as well tell you all,” said Aurora, with some hesitation. “I have become so accustomed to deceit now that I am constantly looking for it in others. And this fancy has taken such a hold upon my imagination that I felt bound to try it. When Ruth and I are alone together I talk of you—I mention your name suddenly. Ah! you should see the effect it has. One night, in her sleep, she spoke your name, ‘Hazael,’ softly, just like this. I am mistaken? Would that I could think so.”




  “It is flattering enough, no doubt, but somewhat alarming, too,” said Hazael, ruefully. “In my wildest dreams I never expected this. But, after all, she is your sister; and, besides, if she has taken a fancy for me, she will doubtless act the part of the self-denying heroine of the story book.”




  “Unfortunately Ruth is not a story book heroine, but a hot-blooded, passionate woman,” Aurora replied, cynically. “All our lives we have not been drawn together as sisters usually are; there are few ties of sympathy between us.”




  “But do you think Ruth actually suspects?”




  “I am afraid so; I am afraid of being followed and discovered. Every day it seems to be harder for me to get away—some obstacle is placed in the way. Oh, Hazael, cannot you see some way out of the difficulty?”




  Hazael calmed these rising fears, chasing the shadows away by soothing words and caresses, sweet and fresh enough in themselves, but the same for all times and ages. Not that he felt too easy in his own mind, for, say as you will, stolen pleasures have a certain bitter mingled with the sweets.




  “I suppose Abishai would not help you?” Aurora asked, doubtfully.




  “For value received, perhaps,”—with a faint sneer; “only, unfortunately, I have nothing of value to tender for his services. I don’t think it would be any exaggeration to say that Abishai would do anything for money. It is a nice reputation for a young man he has—the Westport miser. It seems hard that I should be so poor, and he worth thousands. Speedwell, again——”




  “I hate that man!” Aurora exclaimed, with a shiver. “I often wonder if he has any heart. What Miriam can see in him——”




  “Much the same that we do,” Hazael answered, dryly. “You don’t suppose she cares for the fellow; not but what he would do anything for her, but she is meet for better men than he.”




  There was a long silence again. The waves came rolling in close to the giant rocks, throwing foamy wreaths of spray over the brown seaweed, which swayed in the translucent water like a tangle of snakes at play. The sun slanted over the distant waters far away behind a glowing tract of rose pink and deep orange gold, save where a sail had crossed the shining pathway, where it lingered, a dull, blood-red spot, upon the radiant glory. From the sloping cornlands behind came a faint wailing call as the glossy crows whirled up wildly from the fields of emerald grain.




  There was with it all a stillness which invited sympathy and confidence; the hour and time when heart goes out to heart, and all things artificial are forgotten.




  The sun lay full upon Aurora’s face, bathing it in a flood of light till it seemed something etherial and almost holy.




  “It cannot last like this,” she said, partly to herself.




  “I know it,” Hazael answered, practically. “But what can I do? My employers at the bank might raise my salary, particularly if Mr. Lockwood would say a good word for me. Perhaps I have never told you that it is a rule with them that a clerk shall not marry until his income reaches a hundred and fifty pounds a year. I fear sometimes that we have been too hasty, Aurora. We might have been more patient.”




  “I would have waited,” the girl answered, with a drooping lip. “Remember, that is what I asked for. You are not sorry?”




  “No, no,” Hazael hastened to reply; “surely not. I am blaming myself for the selfishness I have shown. My darling, I would not undo it if I could.”




  Aurora’s face lightened with a pleased smile. The sun was still upon her, but now the golden flush was tinged with a faint pink hue. For a moment she hesitated, as if about to speak in spite of failing courage.




  “I am glad to hear you say that,” she murmured, “because it gives me confidence. Hazael, have you never wondered, have you never anticipated anything beyond our own happiness—nothing else, but love?”




  “And a cottage, as the man says in the play, with bread and cheese to commence with. Is that what you mean?”




  “A cottage, yes. And did it never strike you that in our home, when it does come, that we shall not always be alone?”




  “Go on,” said Hazael, quietly. His words were low, but there was something in his throat which seemed to rise up and choke him. “But tell me all.”




  “I would not tell you that until I was certain. Now I know. If we were together and could face the world, it would make me happy, but I cannot tell what to do now. Two months is not long.”




  Hazael made no reply. He watched the sun’s red rim dip below the golden waters, and die in a bath of glory, but he saw nothing there. Aurora never took her eyes from his face, striving to read something of comfort or seeing sympathy.
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  Signor Sartori, professor of magnetism and electro-biology, lounged along the street with a semi-professional swagger, the effect of which was somewhat marred by the dilapidated condition of his boots. The house of entertainment he was in search of was not precisely one noted for fashion or elegant appointments, but it had the virtue of cheapness, and the professor’s exchequer was at ebb.




  The Blue Dragon was a low, beetling house, with an overhanging upper storey, a small bar for the better class of customers on the one side, and a common tap upon the other. The landlord, an obese personage, bearing upon his interesting countenance the mark of his affection for his own wares, had once been a notorious poacher; indeed, no one less than one of the celebrities whose triumphant progress through the streets of Westport had nearly proved so disastrous to Sir Percival Decie. Virtue, to use the old copy-book precept is its own reward; but Mr. Joseph Ingram had found it something more. To him it represented popularity, and popularity found its vent in a public house, which was not viewed with particular favour by the guardians of the law.




  Signor Sartori walked into the bar with as great a clash as the thinness of his boot heels would allow. His presence did not seem particularly pleasing to the proprietor, who was seated in his shirt sleeves imbibing strong waters.




  But the professor was not the man to be deterred by any show of taciturnity, for he ordered a pint of beer, adding that the widespread fame of that liquid had induced him to travel thither from afar.




  “Some likes beer, some has a fancy for swipes,” returned the landlord, unbending a little: “but you gets none but the best here, and the price is four-pence.”




  “The price, my good man, is a detail,” returned the Professor, waving his hand loftily—“a mere sordid detail. However, there it is. Short reckonings make long friends, a maxim I adhere to religiously; it is part of my philosophy, and ‘sile et philosophus esto.’ You understand.”




  The proprietor nodded, as if the Latin tongue held no enigma for him; besides which, the stranger’s sentiments were sound, and summed up in one word the whole duty of man as interpreted between thirsty mankind and a landlord. The scientific speaker had not dropped his quotation without calculating upon its effect. He knew full well the reverent admiration the lower classes have for ‘book learning,’ and, moreover, no disciple of Lavater could class Mr. Ingram as a ripe scholar.




  “Stranger in these parts, I reckon?” he ventured.




  “In these parts, yes. I came here ‘illotis manibus,’ and, ahem! I am in the fashion. But first, by your leave, we will discuss a little business. I suppose I can have a bed here.”




  “You can have anything by paying for it,” was the jocular reply, not entirely void of any transient suspicions. “Got any traps?”




  “I can have anything by paying for it,” mused the professor. “Truly a logical remark; not altogether innocent of self-interest, but still a fact. My traps have not arrived; they are too vast to be dragged about the country. But money, my dear sir—money is more tangible.”




  Saying this, he threw half a sovereign upon the table with the air of a man to whom such coins were plentiful, not to say abundant. The landlord’s face lightened so far as its purple hue would allow, as he tested the metal with his teeth. There was no longer ground for suspicion.




  “Perhaps you would like a bit of supper?” he asked.




  “Presently, my good sir—presently. Catch then, oh, catch the transient hour. Improve each moment as it flies. Business before pleasure—a motto I never lose sight of. Ah! but for that golden maxim, I should never have held the proud position it is my good fortune to hold now.”




  For a moment he seemed lost in the contemplation of his own grandour. In reality he was threshing about in his brain to find some way of leading the conversation in the channel he desired. Presently he came back to mundane things with a faint sigh. He took the end of a cigar from his pocket, and, lighting it, blew out a cloud of smoke.




  “But even in my case there are times when I weary of popularity,” he resumed. “One gets sick of public adoration and flattery. Gradually, but surely, the sword is wearing out the scabbard. I must—in duty to myself, I must retire. Even in the giddy throng, courted and flattered by ladies of high degree, I sigh for the green fields and babbling brooks. In the gilded saloon I long for the murmur of the sea, and turn satiated from contemplation of priceless treasures.”




  “I dare say you’ve seen a mort o’ plate in your time,” murmured the landlord, quite overcome by this dazzling diatribe, “and diamonds.”




  “Sick of them, for after all what are they beside nature’s peerless jewellery?”




  The landlord shook his head gently. The reminiscences of sundry journeys in search of valuables in his early life rose up before him. Here was a man who had distinctly wasted a priceless opportunity.




  “But more of that anon,” pursued the Professor. “Like Cincinnatus returned to the plough, so I sigh for the country. I should like to buy a little place in this beautiful neighbourhood. There was one house as I came along which struck me with admiration. About four miles out close to the sea; bosomed in hanging woods, and washed by the changing waves. Ah!”




  “The Moat you mean,” returned the landlord, practically. “Sir Percival Decie’s place. Nice enough, too, for them as likes the country.”




  “A county magnate, I presume,” Signor Sartori answered, leaning his head back with eyes fast closed. “Enviable mortal. Has he any family?”




  “One son only, and a good one, mind. None of your ‘aughtiness like his father. Got a good word for everyone. More like his uncle, they say.”




  “And who might this delectable uncle be?”




  “I don’t know nothing about delect’ble,” replied the host, sulkily. “All I know is he made himself scarce fifteen years ago. Not but what I can remember him to be a fine dashing young fellow before he got into trouble, and had to go away to foreign parts for the benefit of his health.”




  “Was there anything the matter with his health?” asked the Professor, anxiously.




  “Not as I knows of, captin’. They did say close confinement wouldn’t be good for him. But it’s an old story now. Saul Abrahams was the name of his valet. A Jew he was, and Saul managed to get himself into gaol over it, but the Captain, he got off.”




  “And was very likely the biggest scoundrel of the two. That’s the way of the world, Mr. Ingram—the way of the world. Did you ever hear anything of this valet again?”




  “Once he broke prison eight years ago now, and was taken back. Next time they took more care of him, but he’s out now, and been in Westport here a matter of six months or more.”




  “Ah,” said the Professor with a deep breath—“ah! Most interesting to a student of human nature, but dry. Suppose you fill our glasses again.”




  To this invitation the landlord acceded with an alacrity surprising in one of his solid proportions. By the time he had returned the guest had taken from his pocket a pack of cards, which he spread on the rough table before him, and went through a dazzling evolution of stage conjuring in a manner which fairly won the admiration of the spectator.




  For some time this continued, till the sound of a footstep coming along the flagged passage fell upon their ears. Signor Sartori placed his cards in his pocket again and resumed his old airy attitude. The new-comer was a man of perhaps sixty years of age, his long black hair plentifully besprinkled with gray. His face was lined and scarred; heavy with that shrinking, sullen look which marks a man who has come in contact with the law; a little defiant, too, but showing the shame stamped there. The landlord nodded distantly, the new-comer carelessly, as he flung himself into a seat. Close behind him, as if afraid or ashamed to be recognised, there followed a young man dressed in the height of modern fashion, and wearing a profusion of jewellery; though his general appearance had that indescribable appearance of caricature which a man has who is not to the manner born. He was handsome in a florid way, with good bold features and regular teeth; but his eyes were shifty and his mouth thin and cruel looking. To him the surly landlord turned with something like respect.




  “A fine evening, Mr. Speedwell,” he said, rubbing his hands together.




  Speedwell, for he it was, nodded shortly, and turned a languid, supercilious glance in the direction of the professor, who, with eyes closed and hat drawn over his face, was reclining against the greasy wall.




  “We are honoured to-night,” he said. “Who is the dilapidated stranger, Ingram?”




  The master of magnetism opened his eyes, looking languidly around. Presently his eyes fell fall upon Speedwell’s face, where they remained, looking him through and through in a long, concentrated stare. Despite his assurance, he could not return the steady gaze.




  “You seem to imagine we have met before?” he asked, insolently.




  “Well, yes,” said the Professor, cheerfully, “I really think we have, though doubtless such a gentleman—and anyone can see you were that—has but little in common with a dilapidated stranger—for that expression much thanks. I have a good memory for faces. It is so long since we met that I have forgotten whether it was Exeter or Manchester Gaol.”




  Speedwell stepped forward with his hand upraised; but there was a look in the philosopher’s eyes which checked the rising outburst of passion. A ghastly smile spread over his features, as if perforce he enjoyed the joke. It was well, he thought, to keep a rein upon his feelings, for one never knows how the mistakes of a past life will rise up in judgment against us.




  Abraham had listened in rapt attention, his glass partly raised to his lips, where it remained as if he had been suddenly turned to stone.




  “You seem to have an extensive acquaintance with prisons,” said Speedwell, his lips trembling, and a red spot burning on either cheek. “I trust your apprenticeship has been a profitable one.”




  “Enough to enable me to tell a scoundrel when I see him!” the Professor answered.




  Speedwell laughed.




  “You are calculated to judge, no doubt,” he retorted. “A fellow feeling makes us wondrous kind. Ingram, come this way.”




  With this Parthian shot, Speedwell swaggered from the room with an assumption of ease which he was far from feeling. The landlord followed, leaving his strange guest staring at Abraham, who had remained in precisely the same attitude with his glass raised partly to his lips. The professor gazed fixedly at his companion with the same enigmatical smile.




  “Well,” he said, at length—“well, Saul Abraham, and what now?”




  “If it had been a hundred years,” Abraham answered, vaguely, in his husky tones, like one who speaks in a dream—“if it had been ten hundred years, I should have known that voice. I have prayed for this day—me, a poor, sorrowful scoundrel!—and my prayer has been granted. I knew him when others didn’t—I knew him directly.” His voice broke down to a long wavering quaver, like the strings of some instrument out of tune. “Oh, master, master! to think of you coming home like this, and knowing me after all these years!”




  He burst into tears like a child, and, falling by the stranger’s side, seized upon his hand, mumbling over it as a faithful dog might do. He smiled still, but his eyes were moist. When he spoke again, his voice seemed more commanding and a little contemptuous.




  “Abraham, does it strike you that you are making a consummate ass of yourself?”




  Abraham rose to his feet obediently, still holding the other’s hand, as if afraid that he might lose him. It was strange to see how this hard scoundrel was moved by the sound of his once master’s voice.




  “My dear master—my dear master—Captain——”




  “No no; not that!” Trevor Decie—for he it was—exclaimed, sharply. “I—I have forfeited that title long ago. Besides,” he continued, in a kinder voice, “I am master of yours no longer. I am Signor Sartori now; and, harkee, not a word of this to a soul.”




  Abraham bowed his head meekly. He was calm now, though his hands shook a little.




  “You do not despise me, like the rest?” he asked.




  “God knows I don’t. What right have I to do so?”




  “I hate them all, and they hate me. But it does one good to hear a pleasant voice again, and yet I have reason enough to loathe the sound of your name. But I can’t. You will always be master to me.”




  “Sorry I can’t congratulate you upon a better,” Decie returned, with a touch of cynicism. He was his natural self now. “Sit down and tell me all the news. I have heard nothing of Westport for years. If my brother——”




  “That’s no part of the contract,” Abraham interrupted, scowling. “Mind, what I do for you. I do willingly; but as for him——But no matter, sir. A time will come—a time is coming now—when Sir Percival Decie shall cry quits.”




  “It must be extremely fatiguing keeping your wrath warm all these years,” Decie observed, with gentle irony. “I trust you will not hurt Sir Percival. But never mind him now. Tell me all the news.”




  Abraham to the best of his ability obeyed. It was but a brief, uninteresting chronicle, after which the conversation became more personal.




  “Your family must be grown up now?” observed Decie, after a pause.




  “Yes, and doing well. Abishai—that is the cripple, you remember—has the old place for his business, pawnbroker and money-lender. He is getting rich, too—when a man can keep himself on his savings he soon makes money—and yet I think he would see me starving before he would lend me a sixpence.”




  “A touching trait of nationality, Saul. You had three children. I think?”




  “You are right, sir,” Abraham answered, with a pleased smile. “Hazael and Miriam. Ah, she has grown into a rare beauty—a rare beauty!”




  “And that interesting specimen of humanity just gone out? That, I hope, for your sake, is not your second son?”




  “No, sir,” Abraham replied, placidly. “I am sorry to say he is yours.”




  Throughout the whole of the interview this was the only semblance of a reproach the ex-convict allowed himself to make. But the traditions of race and the remembrance of his own wrongs could not resist this passing sneer.




  “I am fortunate indeed,” said Decie, bitterly, after a few astonished questions and the necessary answers. “‘Par nobile fratrum.’ I had not anticipated this. In the course of a tolerably wide experience I have not been in durance vile, but I’ll swear that fellow has. I trust he is not acquainted with his exalted patrimony?”




  “I can’t say he doesn’t know who his father is, sir, but he does not know you, which is the great thing. Captain, I never betrayed a secret of yours yet; you don’t think I’m going to begin now?”




  The captain smoked for a few moments in ruminative silence. He was far too much of a philosopher to be perturbed or long cast down by the discovery he had made.




  “I don’t think you will,” he said. “Now, look here, as I shall probably remain in Westport for some time, we had better come to an understanding. I am not going down on my knees to my relations asking for money. To you, as well as everybody else, I am Signor Sartori, professor of magnetism and electro-biology. I shall go and see my brother presently, and calm his fears. I am not likely to be recognised by anyone here, and probably I shall give a few performances. Mind you, my show is no sham; I have the gift of magnetism. Come here at this time to-morrow night, and I will tell you what to do.”




  Decie resumed his old jaunty attitude, and turned away from his old servant, for Speedwell had returned. He stood before the fireplace playing somewhat nervously with the numerous pendants to his watch chain, an affectation of a smile upon his face. The mesmerist had risen and lounged in the direction of the door; Abraham would have followed but that an almost invisible motion of his hand bade the other to stay.




  “Who is the vagabond,” Speedwell asked, irritably. “He has a sharp tongue.”




  “A mesmerist,” Abraham answered, shortly, “travels about the country reading people’s thoughts and all that.”




  “Well! I had almost a mind to give him a trial just now. I should like to see any man who could read my thoughts; he would be welcome to all he would find out.”




  “Well, I don’t know,” the ex-convict mused; “I don’t know. Depend upon it that it isn’t all humbug, and if I were you I should keep away, because you hav’n’t got the cleanest conscience as ever was, Mr. Philip Speedwell.”




  VII - THE SMOOTHER SIDE
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  Along the bold outline of the North-East Coast it would be hard to find a more perfect residence than The Moat. Down a barricade of steepening rock lay the wide-spreading sands; behind uprose a sweeping woodland, and in the basin thus formed the house lay. Once it had been a grim castle, the walls of which still stood, though the great dining-hall, once resonant with the clank of mail and clatter of arms, now did duty for the stables. The house was cunningly built in the ruins, so that from a distance it was hard to distinguish the place of habitation, as the ancient walls hid the more modern structure from view. Internally the place was modern enough, giving it a peculiarly incongruous look, which was anything but unpleasing. Now, as night had fallen, and the sloping woods cast deep shadows downward, it was easy to perceive the place was inhabited, for lights gleamed out far across the sea, making a beacon and a guide for the fisherboats out upon the German Ocean. There was an air of festivity in these lights, glowing ruddy in every window; a show of plate upon the oaken sideboard in the large dining-room, racing cups and salvers, trophies of prowess by flood and field of Decies long dead and gone. The branching antlers upon the walls gleamed in the soft light of tapers, the claret stood warming in the fender, and the table glittered with china and silver and fragile glass. In the drawing-room, with windows barred and shuttered, as if to keep out the low sob of the tide, was still warmth and brightness. Standing before the fire—for the night was chill—in the typical British attitude, stood Sir Percival. He had aged but little since we saw him last; a little stouter, perhaps, a little more polished about the temples, but prosperity sits easily upon us, and defies, as naught else can do, the onslaught of Time’s artillery.




  There was another figure, too, half-shaded from the light, seated in a deep armchair, with legs crossed in a comfortable abandonment. Like Sir Percival, he was in evening dress, which set off a fine figure and pleasing face to advantage. Victor Decie was not precisely handsome, but he had an honest, pleasant face, and that peculiar expression, half natural, half educated, which stamps the cast of Vere De Vere. It is hard, says someone, to be mistaken for a gentleman; it would have been harder for Victor to have been confounded with anything else.




  Sir Percival laid down his newspaper and looked at his watch—a huge gold affair, with a painted dial—and consulted it carefully.




  “They are late!” he exclaimed. “By my time, at least seven minutes.”




  “Mr. Lockwood is a model of punctuality,” Victor laughed—“a virtue he has been trying to impress upon me from childhood’s hour. He probably reckons by Westport time. A very different thing to yours.”




  “That watch never varies,” Sir Percival answered, solemnly contemplating the dial—“never! My father would not have carried an unreliable timepiece.”




  Victor admitted the probity of the invincible time-keeper in question, and listened to the distant crash of wheels which gradually began to rise above the moan of the advancing tide. There was nothing novel in the conversation, it being taken as a kind of grace before meat each evening at The Moat. Presently the door opened, and past the servant came Mark Lockwood, with his daughter on his arm, after the fashion of a bygone generation.




  He, too, was much the same as when we saw him last, standing with hands folded behind him, striving to read Speedwell’s careless, defiant face. With him it seemed as if time had stood still, indeed as if the clock of hours had been put back, as he stood there, the light shining on his silvery hair, falling round a shrewd, kindly face. He wore an open coat reaching to his knees, a black satin waist-coat, out of which rushed a cascade of laced ruffles. The homespun breeches and hose were changed now for black satin and silk, with light shoes, in which gleamed two paste buckles.




  Ida Lockwood, ‘sole daughter of his house and heart,’ bent her fair head to hide the little smile which trembled in the corners of her mouth. There was a demure look upon her beautiful face, belied by the merry sparkle in her great gray eyes—a fair picture of English girlhood, with the light falling upon her piled-up hair and shimmering white draperies. As he turned with stately courtesy to bid her welcome, Sir Percival relaxed his judicial air, and hastened to restore his watch to its hiding-place.




  “The Moat is honoured,” he said, gallantly; “and I—what shall I say for myself?”




  “Should I choose your compliments?” Miss Lockwood laughed. “I am afraid you think me susceptible to flattery. And yet, probably, five minutes ago you were blaming me for being late.”




  “Never a happier guess,” said Victor. “How did you know that?”




  “Nay, friend Decie; but I must contradict thee there,” Mark Lockwood interpolated, gently, “for thou’rt wrong. It still wants some moments to the hour of seven.”




  “This watch has never been known to vary, Victor.”




  But the latter had taken the opportunity of seating himself by Miss Lockwood’s side, leaving the elders to their endless controversy.




  “Methinks our young friend hath better employment,” said the manufacturer, dryly, “than arbitrating between thou and me. Leave them alone, my friend—leave them alone. Art satisfied?”




  “Nothing, my dear Lockwood—nothing could be more to my mind. No one who has known your daughter all these years could fail to admire her beauty of mind and—ah—person. Indeed, a more fitting alliance for my son I could not have chosen. Perhaps at first I was a little inclined to lean towards birth; but trade now-a-days has become so respectable that really——”




  The Baronet waved his hand to demonstrate the vast respectability and solid position that commerce has attained.




  “That really,” said Lockwood, taking up the parable, “thou hast not scrupled to benefit from it thyself. But I much fear thou wilt never succeed in making those iron works pay.”




  “My dear sir, in time, they must pay. Have I not had the opinion of every expert in the North of England? I am not naturally a sanguine man, which, after all, is only another name for a fool, but I certainly anticipate a large return for the capital I have expended.”




  Any further discussion upon this point was interrupted by the announcement of dinner at this moment. Sir Percival offered his arm to Miss Lockwood, the others following behind across the flagged hall where the figures stood in armour, and ancient spears rested on the walls. For a time they sat in silence, broken only by the clatter of plates and the insidious whisperings of the well-trained servants as they glided from place to place.




  “It is a strange thing, though, that your protege, Speedwell, takes so much interest in my works,” Sir Percival commenced, abruptly. “A remarkably shrewd fellow for a young man.”




  “A deserving youth,” replied Lockwood, with his usual readiness to say a kind word, “and a credit to my training. It is not often I make a mistake, friend Decie, as thou know’st.”




  “I am not so sure of that,” Victor put in, meditatively. “Of course, I don’t mean to criticize your judgment; but I cannot tolerate that man. I hate a fellow who assumes the gentleman as he does.”




  “He holds a responsible position for a young man,” the Baronet observed; “and I must say he does his duty well. And yet I cannot understand why he did not stay with you, Lockwood.”




  “It is hard to control ambition,” replied Mr. Lockwood, sententiously; “he always had a talent for figures—always. So when he applied for the managership of Armstrong’s bank, I could not refuse a reference. And, truly, I must say he worked up a valuable connection. Though I have small occasion to ask favours of my bankers, I have placed my account there.”




  “And I followed your example—a better one I could not have,” Sir Percival observed. “Candidly I do not like these joint-stock banks; one meets with a degree of familiarity there which almost amounts to impertinence.”




  “I don’t like that fellow, Speedwell,” Victor said, stoutly. “There is something underhanded in his manner which arouses my suspicions.”




  Mr. Lockwood shook his head gravely, and deplored this scorning prejudice. Sir Percival was conscious of an uneasy feeling himself, for truth to tell, his commercial speculations had not been productive of much solid satisfaction up to the present, and it was in the power of the manager of Armstrong’s bank to make things extremely unpleasant for the master or The Moat.




  Iron ore had been found on a piece of outlying property, and it had seemed easy to turn this into money, as many an inexperienced person has thought before. But, instead of this satisfactory outcome, he had found himself, after the lapse of two years, considerably the poorer, and with an overdrawn account to the extent of more than ten thousand pounds.




  It was not a pleasant outlook, for he was anything but a rich man. He had always scorned to take advice, and now against the grain, he had decided to enlist the keen intellect and shrewd sense of Mark Lockwood on his side.




  Victor turned away from a conversation which to him was distasteful, and devoted himself to the girl by his side. It was much more pleasant to linger there watching her, and listening to the voice of one he loved, than discussing dry details with those who, in the rush and fret of life, had long since lost the glamour and tender recollection of Love’s young dream.




  Presently, with a laughing challenge, Ida, stole away to the drawing-room, leaving the men to sit over their wine amidst the picturesque confusion the end of a meal always leaves. Scarcely had the sound of her floating dress died away, when Victor rose and followed guiltily. Mark Lockwood nodded to his host with a peculiar smile: the Baronet smiled in return; then the bright look passed away, as he played nervously with his glass.




  “Friend Decie, thou hast something of import to say to me?”




  “Well, I have,” Sir Percival answered, grateful for this abrupt opening, and only too willing to come to the point. “I want your advice.”




  “Ah, I thought thou wouldst require that sooner or later!” Lockwood laughed. “Said I to myself, he will come to you in good time. So I waited. Go on, friend—take thy time; for surely the young folks will not be pining for our company.”




  “As you know, I am not a rich man,” the Baronet commenced; “nor, as things have turned out, a particularly discerning one. But I did hope to make some money out of the Old Meadow Works, whereas——”




  “Whereas you must have lost at least ten thousand pounds.”




  “How on earth do you know that?” Sir Percival exclaimed.




  “Merely my own idea,” replied the manufacturer, placidly. “That is about the amount I calculated thou wouldst lose. Thou hast no experience in these things, friend—I have. In other hands, the Old Meadow Works might pay, but not in thine. And this sudden fall in the price of iron, too.”




  “That is the whole secret of the thing!” cried Sir Percival, eagerly. “At the present moment my capital is lying idle, locked up in metal. Now, supposing we get a sudden rise—supposing this war on the Continent breaks out—what a fortune I shall realize then!”




  The sanguine speculator stopped breathless, not only from the rapidity of his own words, but likewise with the contemplation of future splendour. The astute manufacturer smiled, as one might doat the enthusiasm of a child, and, playing with his wineglass, discoursed as if he was speaking to one.




  “I am a man of peace, and cannot lend my countenance to unholy strife. But, my friend, has it never struck thee that this war thou’st wishing for may never come? Has it never appeared to thee that this depression is not over yet? And if it lasts, as I fear it will, thy pretty prophecies are likely to cost thee a handsome penny.”




  “Ah, but you are looking on the darkest side of the question.”




  “I am looking at it from a business point of view, Sir Percival. Now, listen to me. Thou hast a valuable plant, a valuable stock, but standest in need of more capital. Don’t persist in having a continual overdraft at the bank; such things do not inspire credit, and the luxury is an expensive one. Come and see me in business hours, when I can advise thee to the best of my ability. If the works close now it will be a serious loss.”




  “It will, indeed,” said the Baronet, paling visibly; “almost ruin, in fact. Then you advise me to hold on till times are better?”




  Mr. Lockwood nodded.




  “To use thy capital judiciously—yes. It will be well to raise what is available, even if it is necessary to mortgage thy property. With the men working for thee, and the heavy engagements thou must necessarily have to meet, a sudden call by the bank people would ruin many a far richer man.”




  Gradually, as he listened, Sir Percival began to understand in what a slough of despond he had cast himself. Thousands of pounds lay locked up in the useless, unsalable iron, cheapening day by day, and heavy liabilities had to be met. As Lockwood’s clear, shrewd sense went home to him, he began to see his desperate position. It was possible to raise thirty thousand pounds easily enough, but all this was wanted. He had almost decided to unbosom himself to the manufacturer, when the door opened, and a servant stood there waiting. From the contortions of his usually stolid physiognomy he was struggling from some inward emotion, laughter apparently.




  “If you please, Sir Percival, a gentleman wants to see you.”




  “A gentleman,” the Baronet, answered, vaguely, his thoughts far away.




  “Leastwise he isn’t exactly a gentleman,” replied the footman, with a great effort at accustomed gravity; “he’s a kind of a man. I particularly told him you could not be disturbed, sir; but before I could interfere he had got into the library, and there he is now as——”




  Sir Percival coughed ominously; the servant suddenly came to his senses. It must have been something more than ordinary to cause him to forget his usual good manners.




  “Really most extraordinary,” observed Sir Percival. “Say I will be with him in a moment; it must be something important. Lockwood, I know you will not mind my leaving you. The claret is at your elbow.”




  VIII - A PLEASANT SURPRISE
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  Sir Percival rubbed his eyes to make certain that he would believe their fantastic evidence. He saw a stranger seated before the fire, his long limbs thrown up on each side of the mantelshelf, his body tilted back at the most comfortable angle in an armchair. The Baronet was conscious of a spasm of rage too deep for words, so he fell back, as angry men are apt to do, upon his most withering sarcasm.




  “I have not, I believe, the honour of your acquaintance,” he said, blandly; “but I beg that you will consider yourself at home.”




  “A chequered experience of men and things has proved the soundness of your reasoning,” the stranger replied—“I have made myself at home. Don’t you think you had better take a chair?”




  “Your amiability is overwhelming,” said Sir Percival, in a choked voice. “As you are so kind I will take a chair.” He wheeled round a chair, and sat down, facing the new-comer as well as possible, his hands planted upon his knees, and his face a fine ruby one. “And now, having done so, perhaps you will be good enough to explain this unwarrantable intrusion.”




  The stranger laughed gently.




  “Intrusion is a strong word, sir, and implies a thrusting of one’s company where it is neither desirable or welcome. Now, look at that card, sir—these are my credentials. It is hard, I say—hard for one who has performed before the crowned heads of Europe to be flouted by a mere baronet. And this—to quote Sturt’s historic words—this is popularity!”




  “It may be a good joke,” Sir Percival cried, throwing the unoffending card into the fire; “but I must confess I am too dense to see it. I presume you come here seeking my patronage? After your—your insufferable ignorance of common politeness you will not be surprised if I refuse?”




  “On the contrary, my dear sir, I shall be much astonished.”




  “Indeed! And may I ask how you ground these sanguine expectations?”




  “Well,” returned the stranger, rising to his feet, and smiling cheerfully, “it is this way: If you refuse to patronise Signor Sartori, he will reluctantly be compelled to abandon the name by which he is known to fame, and appear as Captain Trevor Decie, brother of Sir Percival Decie, J.P., of The Moat, Westport.”




  The Baronet’s inflated dignity collapsed and melted into space like a bubble. He sat upon his seat flabby and dismayed; his jaw hung loose, his face a deep purple, alternately white and haggard.




  “I thought you were dead?” he gasped at length.




  “And hoped so, too,” Trevor Decie replied sardonically; “but objectionable relatives never die; like annuitants they generally live to a green old age. But don’t you think, considering that we haven’t met for something like twenty years, you might summon up a smile of welcome.”




  But Sir Percival made no answer. He was far too stunned by this sudden revelation to do anything but gaze feebly in the prodigal’s direction, and gasp for breath.




  When a man has been fettered all his life to the fetish of British respectability he is prone to look askance at the children of Bohemia. Gradually, as consciousness returned to him, he began to see the hideousness of his position. The sight of his brother was eyesore enough, but that he should be so nearly connected with a professional charlatan who gained a precarious living by stumping the country, was at once a shock and a loathsome surprise.




  “This mesmerism business is one of your playful jokes, I suppose?” he asked with feeble hope. “Of course no Decie could really descend to such a thing.”




  “Out of consideration for the feelings of his ancestors? But let me assure you that I have so far descended. I suppose, even to your unpractical mind, the idea has sometimes occurred to you that I had to live.”




  Sr Percival groaned.




  A private soldier, perhaps even a successful gold-digger, with a long beard and an extensive and peculiar vocabulary of profanity, might have been tolerated, but a low, common-place conjurer!




  “Where did you learn your profession?” he asked, feebly.




  “When ‘Othello’ related adventures I believe he had a favourable audience. As I cannot hope for that, may I venture to jog your hospitable faculties. I have no wild yearning to do the prodigal son business, but I have a tender recollection of a certain claret. As a detail perhaps, it is worth mentioning that I have tasted nothing since morning.”




  Sir Percival rose, and leaving the room, closed the door behind him. When he returned he was bearing with his own hands a neatly-appointed tray, set out with a tempting meal, flanked by a pint bottle of claret.




  If he expected to see the prodigal fall to and eat wolfish rapacity, he was mistaken and a little disappointed, for it had occurred to him that if the fallen one was penniless and hungry it would not be a difficult matter to be rid of him at a trifling cost. But the unwelcome guest was too thoroughly cosmopolitan to feel any undue elation. He ate his meal calmly and quietly; even complained in a gentle, deprecatory manner of the sauce, and sipped his claret meditatively.




  “I suppose,” said Sir Percival, irritated by this display of flagrant ingratitude; for there was little humiliation in his brother’s manner—“I suppose—Trevor—that it is not your good fortune to get such a dinner every day?”




  “No,” replied the Captain, reflectively—“no. When I come to think of it, the cuisine in country hotels is not beyond reproach. There are times when I have to content myself with bread and cheese. But on the other hand, I have my white-letter days. Generally, when in town, I dine at the Langham—perhaps the best place in London. Besides, they know me there, and if I am sometimes short of money,




  Quantum nunimorum tantum fidei est.




  And my word is my bond.




  Besides, there is always the usual remedy.”




  “I should hardly have suspected that conjuring was so remunerative,” the Baronet observed. “From the appearance of your wardrobe I should have thought the contrary.”




  “Ah! for the present I have fallen upon evil times—no novelty, let me assure you. In a weak moment I decided to give the good people of York the benefit of my ripe experience. But, alas! they refused to believe either in me or my show. Hence it is that you see me in this pitiable condition. A confiding pawnbroker is at present doing duty as my valet; but I never despair. What I lost there I shall find in Westport.”




  “Do I understand you to mean that you actually contemplate performing as a common mountebank—for that is the only expression—here in Westport almost within earshot of the home of your ancestors?”




  “Your metaphor is a trifle mixed,” the Professor replied, airily, as he regarded his unhappy brother’s fixed stare and forlorn appearance; “but you have grasped my meaning. I am going to perform at Westport. And what is more, my good Percival, you are going to be present.”




  “Wild horses shall not drag me there,” said the Baronet, in a hollow voice. “I am looked up to and respected now; I owe a duty to Society. If any persuasions of mine will induce you to abandon this nefarious, this diabolical scheme, you have them. For the honour of the family——”




  “Rot the honour of the family,” Trevor Decie exclaimed, in a gust of passion. “Perish such childish babble. What did it ever do for me but place me in a position I was not able to maintain; and when my honour hung on a single thread you refused to hold out a hand to save me from perdition? And you prate to me of family! I come here to-night, after an absence of nearly twenty years, asking and wanting nothing, except that you must patronise my show.”




  “And if I refuse this modest request?”




  “In that case I shall give my entertainment under my own name.”




  For some moments they stood up glaring at each other—the sleek, well-fed man of wealth and standing, the peripatetic adventurer. Then Trevor Decie turned away with a slight smile.




  “It is not worth arguing,” he continued, “I shall put your name down upon my bill of course. Pshaw! its no use glaring at me like that; I am not a poor wretch of a poacher who has the misfortune to be brought before you. Sit down.”




  Sir Percival sat down. He was thoroughly cowed, and felt strangely humiliated by the encounter with this master spirit, and besides which there was after all nothing uncommon in patronising passing talent, and again it would be strange if any Westport people realised the dashing Captain Decie in the professor of electro-biology, Signor Sartori.




  “You need have no fear of my being known,” the latter said, reading these thoughts; “knowing me as you do now, you will never recognise me when I am upon the stage. And, speaking in confidence, I am no charlatan. I shall show you things which will both astonish and amuse you.”




  “The mystery to me is why you took up such a line,” Sir Percival murmured; “surely there were plenty of other ways of getting a living?”




  “You never tried—I have,” was the grim reply. “I don’t want to refer to old times, but when I went away from Westport on a certain memorable occasion, I got to London, and by dint of selling everything I had, barely managed to save what you humorously term the family honour. Ah,” he continued, with a shudder, “I don’t want to remember the next three years. I could fill a big volume upon the ups and downs of my life. I have been a waiter in a cheap restaurant, a racing tout, a prompter in a portable theatre. Sometimes, in slack times, I have done ‘Othello and Macbeth.’ I was a gentleman’s valet, till I thought I was recognised by someone in a house where we were staying, and had to bolt. Then I met a ventriloquist and conjurer, and joined him as confederate and factotum. I had an aptitude for that business—plenty of impudence and patter, till gradually I got so used to it that they took me into partnership. Since my old partner died I have been running the show alone, and adding to it bit by bit till I have started on mesmerism and electro-biology. Mind you, that is no sham. I have the natural gift.”




  “I suppose the fright has influence upon extremely foolish persons?” Sir Percival observed, with a sort of superior amusement.




  The electro-biologist smiled, and fixed a pair of glittering eyes upon his brother.




  Instantly he became conscious of a peculiar thrilling shock, and a slight tingling sensation in his extremities. The experimentalist took up a glass from the table, and held it out to the other, who took it obediently.




  “Now drop it,” he said. “Drop it, if you are able to.”




  But Sir Percival could not obey his own impulse. Strive as he would, the crystal clung to his nervous, locked fingers. Trevor Decie took the glass away, and restored it to the table, and bade the other be seated again.




  “That is nothing,” he continued, quietly. “Some day I will show you more. I am proud of my powers and fond of my occupation, being naturally restless and a wanderer. But sometimes the home sickness comes upon me, as it has come upon me now. I wanted to see the old place once more, and wondered what you would say to me. Come, Percival; let us be friends again. I am willing to forget the past, if you are. There is my hand. It may have disgraced the lofty traditions of the Decies,” he continued lightly, though there was a huskiness in his throat, “but it is honest.”




  In a moment of feeling, Sir Percival stretched out his hand, which met the other in a warm grip—such a handshake as neither of them had felt for more than twenty years. For a time they were both silent, each winking and blinking at the fire.




  “I did not bring any disgrace upon you,” the wanderer continued, “and I shall not ask you for anything. For the present I am Signor Sartori and you are my good patron. And now let me hear something about yourself.”




  In an impulse of confidence, which comes to us all at times, the Baronet laid bare his heart, and told the prodigal everything of interest, even to his difficulty with the new works and their unsatisfactory results. Trevor Decie listened with interest, for in his versatile way he was something of a mechanic, and had more than a passing knowledge of mineralogy. As he listened to the somewhat verbose narrative, he gradually became conscious of the frequent repetition of the name of Speedwell, wondering vaguely where he had heard it before. Then the encounter in the Blue Dragon flashed upon him.




  “Who is this Speedwell?” he asked, carelessly.




  “Quite a wonderful fellow in his way,” Sir Percival answered, his enthusiasm tempered with patronage—“a protege of Lockwood’s. You remember Lockwood? Came here quite a youth in rags; Lockwood took him up, and now he is actually manager of Armstrong’s Bank. Some say he is a Jew, but I doubt that, for all he lives with those Hebrew people—Abrahams isn’t the name? The man was a servant of yours, you remember. He is about here again now; a hardened scoundrel, I hear. But his family have kept themselves respectable—I will say that for their credit—quite respectable; and the oldest is reputed to be well off. Speedwell lives with them.”




  “Ah,” Trevor Decie groaned, “interesting, no doubt; quite the traditional young man, who comes into a thriving place with half a crown in his pocket and dies a millionaire. Sort of things children are taught to read now-a-days.”




  But the speaker was far from feeling the listlessness and indifference he had for the moment assumed. With knowledge, and knowing that Speedwell had such good cause to hate the name of Decie, he had began to cast about in his mind for the spring which impelled the machinery.




  “He is a most estimable young man,” observed the Baronet, with the same unconscious patronage—“a most estimable young man, though Victor says no.”




  “Um! the prejudices of the young are not generally at fault,” Decie mused; “they act on impulse instead of calculation. I must get the immaculate Speedwell to grace my show by his presence; and,” he concluded to himself, “it seems to me a little mesmerism will be beneficial to all parties.”




  IX - LIGHT AND DARKNESS




  

    Table of Contents

  




  As the quiet years had stolen on there had come but little change in the house where the Abrahams had their abiding place. Time passed, bringing all its petty cares and anxieties—to Abishai the money his soul coveted, for he had grown rich beyond his wildest dreams. The great strike had been followed by a spell of prosperity and, naturally, speculation. The hunchback had the genius of money-making. Waste lands, at one time scarcely worth the few mountain sheep which grazed the scant herbage, was now transformed into stately wharves and prosperous streets. Little by little Abishai had invested in land, till at twenty-five he found himself master of a fortune. It had been a golden time. Men had been only too eager to borrow money, reckless of the percentage they paid. Abishai laid himself out as a private banker. Pressure followed in due course. Over-production and over-trading is a tale which needs no telling. Abishai Abraham became rich.




  Hazael had found his way into Armstrong’s bank, and, content with his lot, had secretly married heedless of the future. Speedwell, who still lived in his old quarters, hinted at promotion, and made much of the younger son, for between him and Miriam there existed a strong attachment, and Philip Speedwell loved the girl with his whole heart and soul.




  And well he might; for, in all his dreams of fair women, he had never seen aught like she. Miriam had grown into a beautiful woman, with all the grace and suppleness of her race. Her dark eyes, swimming and liquid, looked fire and passion; her face was clear and calm, with the nobility of feature and grand expression of an ancient priestess. And so thought Speedwell, as he stood watching her a few mornings later. Many a time had the declaration of his passion trembled on his lips; but, with all his audacity, he was afraid. One ray of light in the dark place fell fluttering upon the contour of her head. Speedwell flushed and trembled as he turned to her.




  “Miriam,” said he, “do you know how beautiful you are?”




  She did not notice the tremor of passion in his voice, as she turned her glorious eyes upon him, with a glance half scornful, half amused, tolerating him as a fair young queen might tolerate a courtier.




  “And if I do not, surely that is no fault of yours, Philip,” she answered. “Even flattery grows distasteful by repetition; and I hate flattery.”




  “I almost believe you do; I almost think you have no heart at all.”




  “Ah! you think so,” Miriam answered, dreamily. There was a tender, wistful smile upon her face which inspired Speedwell with vague alarm. “You think so. And what right have you to think that, Philip?”




  “None at all,” said he, moodily. “Would that I had. Nay, hear me out. When I came here I was poor and starving, and you were kind to me. I have never forgotten that. Now I am upon the high road to fortune; but I lack one thing I would have more than all the world.”




  A genuine emotion trembled in his voice—an emotion from his very soul, untainted by any leaven of worldliness or self. There was nothing cold, or calculating, or forced in his passion, as at times the worst of us is warmed by some pure and generous impulse. But Miriam, looking into his pale face and glowing eyes, read nothing of his thoughts.




  “And what is that?” she asked.




  He came forward, and laid a cold hand upon her warm, glowing arm.




  “Cannot you guess?” he asked. “Is my devotion so well disguised? Surely you must know that it is your love I want. How I have worked for it, hoped for it! I would have waited a little longer, but I cannot. Turn your face to me.”




  “I am sorry,” said Miriam, when the first shock had passed away—“more sorry than I can tell. Believe me I never expected this.”




  “Though it has been plain enough to all the house besides.”




  “I, at least, knew nothing of it. How should I? If you care for yourself and me, you will say no more, Philip. Let us spare each other unnecessary pain.”




  She turned towards him with a pitying smile. But he was not the man to yield the prize without a struggle, and her look sufficed to arouse all that was wild and reckless in his nature.




  “What do I care for myself?” he cried. “You shall not play with me like this. I will have an answer, if I stay here all day.”




  “You shall!” she said, curtly. “We are not rehearsing a love scene now. I do not love you; I never shall. You should know my nature by this time. Come! let us be friends again,” she continued, holding out her hand. “We must not quarrel. I am sorry for you, Philip, but no words of yours can alter my resolution.”




  There was a pleading look in her eyes that most men would have found it hard to meet. But Speedwell turned aside, ignoring the proffered hand, and wild with baffled rage and disappointment.




  “I am unfortunate,” he said, bitterly; “doubly unfortunate in not being the first in the field. So, as they say on the stage, I have a rival.”




  The hot Eastern blood began to boil and fret in the girl’s veins. The rich colour mantled her cheeks, but she did not speak. Standing now with a steely glitter in her eyes which held no warning to the rejected lover.




  “So this comes of these chance—if they are chance—meetings on the shore. You aim high, Miss Abraham. I congratulate you upon your lofty ambition. Small wonder that I have no chance with the heir of Sir Percival Decie.”




  “You have been spying,” Miriam cried.




  She stopped abruptly, conscious of the depth of her admission. For she knew now, for the first time, how much she had valued these few chance meetings and pleasant words with Victor Decie, and how she had treasured up their recollection in her heart.




  “You are convicted out of your own mouth,” Speedwell pursued, unconscious of the whirlwind of passion he had aroused. “My suspicions——”




  “Your suspicions!” cried Miriam, with flashing eyes. “And what right have you to suspicions? Play the spy on others, and leave me to myself. I was willing to spare you a useless degradation; now you force it upon yourself. I despise you! Go, and do you worst!”




  Speedwell bowed to hide the wildness in his face.




  “This is a defiance, then. Now I know the weak spot in your armour, and what to do. But this dainty young aristocrat, who injures me by his passing fancies, shall suffer yet. You little know the power I hold in my hands, Yes,” he hissed, “you little know that I hold Sir Percival Decie’s fortune in the hollow of my hand. When I strike the blow, we shall see if you can save your lover then.”




  “Yes we shall see,” said Miriam, dreamily, then, in a wild burst of passion. “Go, If you do not want me to strike you! Go!”




  She pointed, with scornful finger, to the door. He crept out smiling, though his face was set and white. Miriam watched him till he had gone; then a sudden trembling smote her in every limb.




  The recollection of the past, the memory of a few pleasant words, an idle compliment or two, and she had lost her heart. And yet she was not sorry or ashamed, knowing full well that the realization of this simple idyll could never be. She had given her heart in all the abandonment of her passionate nature, unasked, unsought.




  And now, for the first time, she understood what she had done. She did not sit down and weep, as we are told she should, for there was no sense of shame. Again was it possible that Speedwell’s threat was true, and, if so, what could she do to avert the catastrophe which threatened? There was a vague feeling of mistrust in the air—a presentiment of coming evil. In the midst of this reverie, Hazael entered, his usually cheery face doleful and uneasy.




  “I am troubled in my mind,” said Miriam, in answer to his query. “I feel miserable.”




  “Do you? Well, so do I,” Hazael answered, with a cheerfulness which belied his words; “and I want you to help me. But how to begin I don’t know.”




  “Begin in the middle; it saves a lot of time.




  “Perhaps I had better. Promise you won’t scream. Miriam, I am married!”




  “Yes,” said Miriam, quietly. “I am not surprised. Go on.”




  “That is something off my mind, then,” Hazael continued, with a visible relief. “I should have told you before, only I lacked the courage to do so. It was some months ago, now. The chief reason we kept it quiet was because of my position at the bank. Can you guess who it is?”




  “There is no reason to guess, for I know. It is Aurora Meyer.”




  “How did you find out?” Hazael cried, in wild surprise. “You don’t mean to say anyone knows besides ourselves?”




  “It is a serious thing, Hazael, more serious than you suppose,” said Miriam, reflectively. “Why did you not confide in me, or have a little patience? I am sorry for you, but how much more pity do I feel for your wife. You know the Meyers; you know how they would thrust her out of doors without hesitation if they knew. And this concealment cannot last.”




  “I was coming to that,” said Hazael, ruefully. “There my schemes were all at fault, for you see there is something coming which makes any further concealment absolutely impossible.”




  Miriam’s face became grave and her eyes thoughtful. She would have done anything, even unto death, to save this favourite brother from harm, but the present difficulty was far beyond her fragile diplomacy.




  “Hazael,” she asked, with a sudden ray of hope, “have you any money?”




  He shook his head dolefully. As the degenerate creature of the family, he seldom had much at command, and the demand was unexpected.




  “It is not immediately required, of course, but I have a plan, if the worst comes to the worst. But before doing anything further I must see her.”




  “I thought you would,” Hazael replied, gratefully, “and, fortunately that can easily be managed. You know the old door at the top of the stairs?”




  “It would be unwise to open that, after all these years.”




  “Perhaps; if it had not been opened before. But you will find it easy enough. I think that was managed very cunningly. However, I have arranged everything. Take this key, and do not be afraid, for the lock and hinges have been so well oiled that there is not the slightest sound. I promised Aurora you should be with her at twelve to-night. You are not afraid?”




  “No, I am not afraid,” Miriam answered. “And now leave me. Oh, Hazael! why could you not have told me or had a little patience?”




  It was the only reproach she uttered, and yet she was contemplating one of the most heroic deeds of self-sacrifice.




  The long day dragged on, bringing evening in its train. Supper time came, and they sat down. Rebecca quiet and calm, watching her convict husband as he ate his food in a savage sullen way, and saying nothing according to his wont. Abishai had placed a little book before him which he seemed to be studying carefully, almost lost to his surroundings. Speedwell sulkily quiet, with an evil gleam in his eyes. To Miriam the quiet was oppressive, every sudden sound made her heart beat faster. Presently one by one they slunk away, leaving the girl and Hazael alone. Quietly he left the room, and returned with the remark that they had all gone at last. Overhead here and there there was a sound of footsteps, and occasionally the fall of a boot; then silence.




  Gradually time slipped on, till a church clock near at hand struck twelve with measured throbs. The two watchers looked quietly at each other, and without a word Miriam rose and walked stealthily upstairs. There was a creaking groan or two sounding in the stillness, like the crack of a pistol shot, but nothing more. With trembling hands she turned the key in the lock, and swung back the door. Then swiftly was it closed again, for a figure stood inside waiting like a ghostly shadow.




  “Is that you?” Miriam whispered. “Is that you, Aurora?”




  There was a sound like a murmur of acquiescence, then a pair of arms were thrown round Miriam’s neck, and a head lay sobbing gently on her shoulder.
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  The gloom deepened till the distant spires and pinnacles faded into one black cavernous darkness, as if the whole world had been passed into solid penumbra; a perfect adumbration. Then lighter, till a pink gash broke the veil, and edged things lofty with a dim, luminous brightness, and still Miriam lingered. Day was not far off when the door opened, and she stepped back into a shaft of light thrown from an open door, full upon her face, which glowed with a certain softness and a holiness of purpose in her eyes. Swiftly she turned aside, for the door of Abishai’s room was open. She caught one passing glimpse of the cripple seated, his chin resting upon his crutch, as he regarded intently the flushed countenance of Speedwell opposite. On a table between them lay plans and papers. Miriam would have passed on, but a name hissed through Abishai’s tooth fell upon her ear. Then she hesitated, and listened.




  “It is a pretty plan,” said Abishai, in his harsh, croaking voice—“a very pretty plan. But will it work, think you? Victor Decie is no fool. If either of us offer to buy that waste land by the Old Meadow Works he will suspect.”




  “But we shall not buy it. Now let me make you a present of a pretty scheme, after your own heart. You know I am manager of Armstrong’s bank—I am virtually the responsible head. Decie owes us over ten thousand pounds upon his current account. Now supposing I send him a letter in the morning, expressing regret that my directors are unable to see their way to honour any further drafts until some security is given?”




  Miriam crept a little closer, her whole fibre trembling with excited expectation. Living all her lifetime in a house where business talk was the very air she breathed, she had no difficulty in following the technical discussion of the two knaves.




  “Feasible,” returned Abishai. “But I don’t see how that is going to help us. In the first place, you could not refuse a deposit of deeds as security; and as Old Meadow is a new toy, they would be forthcoming fast enough.”




  “Oh, no! And I will tell you why. With the exception of The Moat and the home farms, we have Sir Percival’s title deeds in our custody—not as security, mind you, but in charge for his mortgagees. You owe me something for the information I am always giving you, Abishai. And now what do you think of my plan for pulling up the haughty baronet?”




  Abishai tapped his crutch upon the floor, his eyes gleaming. Miriam strained her ears to listen to his reply.




  “You say you have the deeds of his property besides The Moat estate. Very good. Then, with what he is losing at Old Meadow, he can have very little capital at command. Now, suppose you not only stop his advances, but call upon him to pay the balance against him! He will come to you in a great rage, and you must quiet him down, as you can do, for you are an oily scoundrel, Philip, I will say that.”




  Speedwell laughed at this dubious compliment, and Abishai, tickled with the sense of his own grim humour, laughed in his turn. Presently the cripple continued his ruminations.




  “He will bluster, no doubt; but he must have money, and moreover he must have it speedily. Then you will tell him where it can be found.”




  “Certainly,” said Speedwell, with a curdling laugh. “I am so deeply attached to the family that I shall be pleased to help him. Only you see I don’t know where to advise him to go.”




  “I am coming to that. You may casually mention to him that there is a poor but honest Jew, who is willing to accommodate him to the extent of 20,000 upon the security of The Moat.”




  “And where is this anomaly—the poor but honest Jew?”




  “I am. I will lend Sir Percival Decie this money at five per cent.”




  Speedwell shot a keen glance at his companion; but there was no sign of jesting there. Evidently Abishai was in deadly earnest. The thin lips were pressed tightly together; his eyes shone with greed and malice.




  “It will cost me something, for I can make more of my money. But it will pay me in the long run. He will come to me, you see, he will come to me, and then I will make my own terms. I shall require a deposit of deeds, and an unregistered bill of sale.”




  “And what use is that as against creditors?”




  “There will be no occasion to wait for that. No; that part of my scheme is my own. Once I get that Sir Percival is ruined——”




  Here his voice sank so low that Miriam could not hear his words. Moreover, she was puzzled now. That some diabolical mischief was on foot she knew by the intensity of her brother’s voice, but what she could not tell, for the allusion to the bill of sale had gone far beyond her depth. It was nearly morning, too, and the faint, gray shadows began to loom through the early mists.




  Still she lingered, unwilling now to lose a single word.




  “Buy the waste lands between the Old Meadow Works and the shore,” came Speedwell’s voice, with rising inflexion, as of one who concludes a sentence. “Delay is dangerous. If they only find what is there, no scheming of ours will ever get Sir Percival Decie into the net.”




  “There is where we are at fault again. Ah, it makes me mad to see them piling up that worthless iron there, while a fortune lies under their very noses. And any day may discover it. Speedwell, we are within an ace of being the two richest men in the town of Westport.”




  “You’re shrewd enough as a rule; can’t you devise a plan?”




  “I have a plan, a certain one,” answered the hunchback, morosely; “only, like other things, it is a matter of time. What drives me nearly frantic is the thought of what some accident may produce. Every time I see a man looking wild and excited, I expect to hear they have found——”




  Here the high staccato tones fell, till they died away to a whisper.




  “I don’t see how this bill of sale business is going to help you,” Speedwell put in again; “besides, you will have security enough without that.”




  “Always get as much security as you can,” said the money lender, sententiously; “there are such things as foreclosures. But the scheme I have got into my head concerns neither you or any other man; ‘a poor thing but mine own,’ as the poet says. And now go to bed.”




  Speedwell rose with a prodigious yawn; an exaggerated yawn which did not in the least deceive his companion. Miriam moved towards the stairs, but determined now to hear the last of this conspiracy.




  “Then we perfectly understand each other about Decie’s overdraft?”




  “Perfectly. I have a meeting of my employers tomorrow; at least, a meeting of the proprietors, and anything I advise they will do. I have only to throw out a few vague hints, and they will take alarm directly. We will give him his fill, never fear. And now good night, or, rather, good morning, for—




  “Night’s candles are burnt out, and jocund day




  Stands tiptoe on the misty mountain-tops.




  Sweet dreams, fair youth, of gold and copper.”




  Miriam flew up the stairs upon winged feet. She closed the door of her room, and, drawing up the blind, stood watching the calm strife between night and morning. She was in no mood for sleep now. The events of the evening whirled in her brain—Hazael’s secret and Abishai’s dark scheme. She stood looking into the gray sky, gradually brightening with the promise of the coming sun to opal, and saffron, and gleaming orange, with long streaks of flame-hued phantasy. Prosaic objects were fringed with gold, and damascened here and there where the gleaming light caught them. Then a bright gladness shot up in the eastern sky; a bird somewhere began to pipe, and on the pavement below a pair of clogs fell with noisy clack. Another, and another came, till a stream of feet passed by, with whistling, and singing, and the light laughter of women’s voices. Miriam changed her dress and bathed her flushed face in water, which felt cool and soothing.




  It was ten o’clock before she got away, and then she turned her steps towards the sea. The dew still lingered on the hedges in crystal jewellery; the scent of dog roses filled the air with a subtle fragrance. Presently the living ocean lay before her, but she turned aside, walking across the wide sands to a spot where tall chimneys rose and a pall of hazy smoke drifted inland. The stillness became broken by the din of hammers and the war of machinery. Perspiring men dragged glowing globes of metal after them, to be dexterously cast upon an anvil, and be crushed and beaten into rails and bars. In the outer yard stood the object of her search, standing with a plan in his hand, talking to a tall, spare man, with clean-shaven face and twinkling eyes. Then for the first time she blushed and hesitated, scarce knowing what to say, and conscious of the difficult task before her.




  The stranger turned, and stood struck by the beauty of the girl. Victor Decie came forward, with a bow and a smile, with that easy manner and pure, unaffected pleasantness which had won him so many friends.




  “This is a pleasure, Miss Abraham,” he said. “You wish to see me?”




  Miriam trembled at the sound of his voice, knowing the deep joy she felt in his presence. She checked the feeling sternly.




  “It is business, not pleasure,” she said, icily, meanwhile, womanlike, chiding herself for her very coldness. “I would speak to you for a few moments alone.”




  The stranger bowed, and turned away, walking almost to the marge of the sea. With his eyes resting upon the ground, as if searching for something diligently, he straightway forgot the others.




  “I am always at your disposal,” said Victor. “Tell me what I can do for you.”




  “Mr. Decie, perhaps I am doing wrong,” Miriam returned; “but, believe me, I am actuated by your welfare. Tell me the whole truth. Are you losing money in this place?”




  “If you put it like that, we are. But it seems strange that——”




  “Yes, yes; I know. And it takes much capital, more ready money than you have at hand to keep things going. You will be hard pressed for money shortly, and have to seek it elsewhere. Promise me that when it is offered, you will decline to accept it from that quarter.”




  Miriam stumbled on, blushing and trembling, partly from shame, partly from the feeling of her own helplessness, and knowing how badly she was stating her case. Victor Decie looked grave—almost displeased.




  “If you do not mind being a little more diffuse,” he said, coldly, “perhaps I shall be able to follow your meaning better.”




  “Oh! I cannot, I cannot tell you more. But you shall promise me one thing. Believe me, I know much; perhaps, more than you. Promise me if you value your own happiness, that this money I mention shall not come through the hands of my brother.”




  Without betraying Speedwell’s perfidy, she told him all she knew. Victor listened gravely. Then he held out his hand.




  “I cannot—see it yet,” he said; “but I can see you have tried to do me a great service, and I thank you. It shall be as you wish. And now, if it is in my power, how shall I repay you?”




  “Easily,” said Miriam, in a tow voice. “I know you will despise me; but will you—will you lend me ten pounds?”




  Victor quietly handed over a note, saying nothing. Miriam took it with trembling fingers.




  “You must despise me,” she said, brokenly; “but some day you shall know. You have amply repaid me now. And one thing before I go. Remember that, whatever misfortune happens—and they will happen with the most prosperous—you must not let Sir Percival dream of giving anyone a bill of sale.”
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  As the case usually happens, when we have done something to be ashamed of, Miriam gave herself far more worry and anxiety over the all-important ten-pound note than the donor, by far. Victor Decie never doubted that it was required for some good purpose; and, being young and, consequently, a lover of beauty, pondered upon it for a moment, and straightaway forgot all about it. Miriam carried the note home, with hot cheeks and downcast eyes. On the earliest opportunity, she handed it over to Hazael for safe custody, in pursuance of the plan she had laid; and the latter, in his turn, thinking gold more available than notes, placed it in the shop cashbox, taking out ten pounds, and leaving the note in their place. It is certain that Victor Decie had forgotten the incident, for a month went by without Miriam’s warning being in any way conformed.




  Meanwhile, to use a conventional expression, the Professor had not been altogether idle. It suited his easy-going Bohemian nature to remain at his old lodgings, making friends of the frequenters of the house—mostly miners, these latter—and livening the monotony by records of his adventures and the occasional introduction of some smart trick with cards or, indeed, anything which came handy. It had been easy enough for him to scrape acquaintance with his nephew, especially as he had a more than passing knowledge of mineralogy, though Sir Percival shook his head over this, and groaned when he heard of his son’s occasional visits to the Blue Dragon.




  But by this time the electro-biologist’s exchequer had reached a low ebb; and, to quote a pet phrase of his own, he had now nothing left besides a little honour, more audacity, and a most perfect acquaintance with the occult sciences. He had found not only a hall suitable for his lectures, but also a confiding printer of a sanguine and enthusiastic temperament, who had agreed to do the necessary bills upon the mutual system. Accordingly, a night was chosen; great names figured upon the posters; and, in fact, everything was prepared, and the only thing wanting was a little cash to meet current expenses. But even here the man of resources was not to be beaten. In his pocket he carried a property watch, as the dramatists’ say, not that it was property in the sense that it was not ‘what it seemed’; in fact, it was more, being a handsome gold watch, having a double case and an inscription to the effect that it had been presented to Signor Sartori by his grateful patron, Alexander Czar of All the Russias, in acknowledgment of unique and extraordinary talent. Among audiences in small towns this was no small attraction when handed round carelessly during the ‘faking’ part of some conjuring trick; also was it useful on occasions when the Czar’s friend became short of ready money.




  The eminent mesmerist, having determined to place the treasure in safe keeping for a time, waited one evening till the friendly darkness cloaked his movements, and proceeded, more by chance than design, to Abraham’s side door. A moment later he was standing in one of the little boxes peculiar to a pawnbroking establishment with the watch in his hand. It was a quiet night, with very little business doing. Hazael had nothing in connection with the shop, and Abishai was away. Miriam herself came forward.




  For a moment the easy assurance of the man of the world left him. He stood struck by the majestic beauty of the girl, wondering, vaguely, if this could be the daughter of his old servant. Miriam held out her hand, Decie passed the watch across mechanically.




  “You want an advance upon this?” she asked, in a business-like manner.




  “Well, yes. Unfortunately I am compelled temporarily to part with this treasure. ‘Sweet,’ says the poet, ‘are the uses of adversity.’ How much?”




  Miriam could not repress a smile at this characteristic pathos as she turned away to examine the watch more closely. With a dexterity born of long practice she opened the case, and taking a little phial from a shelf poured a drop of acid upon the metal.




  “It is very valuable,” she said at length. “Anything up to twenty pounds.”




  “Which is twice the amount of my modest needs. Let us say ten.”




  “Very good.” She went through a rapid calculation. “If you will give me ten shillings I will give you a note, if that is convenient. And the name——?”




  “Is, as you see, Signor Sartori, of world-wide renown. There is the ten shillings, which I may say, by the way, is somewhat exorbitant. But it is not in my nature to haggle with beauty over coppers. ‘Filius argentum est amo, vortatibus amum.’ As soon would Anthony have made an inventory of Cleopatra’s pearls. I thank you.”




  So saying, Trevor Decie placed the note and little yellow ticket in his pocket, and, seeing no further opening either for conversation or compliment, made his fair attendant an impressive bow and left the shop.




  He felt a singular sense of elation in the possession of money, a feeling which had for some time been strange to him. Under a lamp he took the crisp, clean note from his pocket again, and gazed on it affectionately, noting the number, 2,458,160, and remembering the combination of figures. Then he turned his steps in the direction of the Blue Dragon.




  There was more than one attraction there. Firstly, the touch of old times in the dog-like fidelity of Saul Abraham; and, secondly, Speedwell was by no means an unfrequent visitor in the bar. Decie had begun to study the young man’s character, nor did his investigations tend to improve his opinion of his son. He had set him down in his mind as crafty and unscrupulous. When he entered the little lighted room some time later they were both there.




  Abraham greeted the new-comer with a respectful demeanour; Speedwell with an unpleasant smile. He was not exactly afraid of the Professor, but he had an uneasy consciousness that the latter had found him.




  “Have you found many victims here?” Speedwell asked, with peculiar insolence. “Is the show likely to be a success, Signor Sartori?”




  “Will you come and see?” returned the Professor, cheerfully. “I am certain of most of the nobility and gentry; you had better be present to represent commerce—honest and honourable commerce.”




  “If it will be any charity to you, of course I will come. You can put me down two nights for a front seat. Perhaps it would be a convenience to you to have the money now?”




  “Not at all, my dear sir—not at all. Poor as I am, I can trust you. See what it is to have a name for posterity. ‘Virtus nec cripi nec surripi potest.’ Would that I could say the same.”




  In this light and airy badinage, with its undercurrent of satire, the Professor’s trite quotations, culled from the early recollections of a well-learnt Latin grammar, stood him in admirable stead. When a ready repartee failed him, he always had one at hand, and that they were incomprehensible to the victim made them none the less potent.




  “You are fortunate,” said Speedwell. “I have not had the advantage of a classical education.”




  “Ah, the chaplain was probably a Cambridge man!” the Professor interrupted, with a glance which made the other’s face flame with the passion he dared not gratify. “Moreover, I am not quoting the classics.”




  “For a man of such varied attainments, you do not seem to have been successful,” Speedwell commenced, scarcely knowing what he was saying. “It is a pity to see so talented an individual gaining a precarious living by gulling fools.”




  “Neat, almost epigrammatic, but, like most epigrams, wrong. The living is not so precarious, and fools are scarce, or you would be better off. Behold!”




  With an exaggerated theatrical gesture, the professor laid his ten-pound note upon the table, and signified to Speedwell that he might gaze at the phenomenon.




  He did so; coming nearer with an assumption of incredulity.




  “I congratulate you,” he said; “for up till now I thought——”




  He stopped suddenly, and reeled back as if the innocent piece of paper had been some deadly reptile. His pale face was paler still, his lips white, but not with fear or fright, but with some strange emotion which even the professor, with his knowledge of men, failed to understand.




  “Where did you get that?” he gasped. “Tell the truth, man—where?”




  “You are agitated, my good friend, and, besides, your manner does not invite the gentle confidence. If you will explain yourself.”




  Speedwell controlled himself with an effort.




  “I beg your pardon,” he said, with an assumption of ease which did not deceive the other. “It is a little mistake, that is all. I—I took your note for one which I lost under somewhat mysterious circumstances some time ago. I see I am wrong.”




  The professor, with a bow and a smile, changed the conversation, but made a note of what had transpired. He turned away from Speedwell, and began to discourse in a low voice with Abraham. Presently he left the room without displaying any further interest in a matter, and a few minutes later walked into the same department in the pawnbroker’s shop again.




  Knowing hardly why, it was his intention to find from whence the note had originally come. Miriam came forward again, and in answer to his query told him. It was the same note Victor Decie had given to her; she had no object in disguising that from her questioner. Why the money had passed was no business of his, and he did not ask. When he emerged from the shop there was a slight smile of triumph upon his lips.




  It being an off-day on the morrow, he set out the following morning to follow up his clue. Victor Decie, he found, had actually paid over the note to Miriam; also that he had two more consecutive in number to the one which had had such a powerful effect upon Speedwell. They had come, he found, in payment of an account from a small iron merchant in Westport a few days previously. The professor took the numbers, and, after pledging his informant to say nothing upon the subject, turned his steps in the direction of the town, with the intention of calling upon the iron merchant forthwith.




  But from the factor in iron he gleaned little information, save that the three notes had been paid to him by a furnishing ironmonger. And accordingly to the other tradesman Trevor Decie went.




  He found him extremely busy, but courteous. He would look in his ledger, and did. Fortunately, he had the number of the notes, hoping a little nervously that there was nothing wrong. The amateur Lecocq hastened to reassure the politely fussy individual upon the subject of his fears.




  “It is entirely a matter of accommodation,” he said, fluently. “If you can tell me who paid you these notes I shall be obliged. But do not for a moment put yourself out.”




  But the shopkeeper insisted upon giving the information. After consulting an assistant, he came forward, wearing an air of bland triumph, as a man who has solved some difficult problem.




  “Yes, sir; I can tell you where they came from. They were paid to me as the last instalment on some furniture. The customer is—let me see—Mr. Lord—Arthur Lord—a young man, a most estimable young man, in the post office here. His address is 28, Lower Weston-street. If you want to see him——”




  But the Professor disclaimed any such intention. He thanked the volatile tradesman and left, walking home quietly, his hat drawn over his eyes in dreamy meditation.




  “An estimable young man in the post office,” he mused, “who has command of thirty pounds at a time—‘um! And that expression upon the immaculate Speedwell’s face—was it fear, or triumph, or emotion? A mixture of all three I should say; quite a comedy face, in fact. Mr. Arthur Lord’s description is so inviting that I must make his acquaintance; and then—estimable young man in the post office—we will test the efficacy of electro-biology!”




  XII - TURNING THE SCREW
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  All his life Sir Percival Decie had been a sanguine man. Everything needful had come to his hand naturally. Now his courage began to fail him. Still further fell the depression in the iron trade. He had heavy engagements to meet, and very little wherewith to meet them. True the title deeds of The Moat estate remained in his possession; but if those went, and certain large calls he dreaded were suddenly made, he would be face to face with bankruptcy.




  And just at this moment Speedwell, knowing the Baronet’s affairs better than he knew them himself, took the opportunity of forging his thunderbolt, and dropping it plump into the midst of all Sir Percival’s delicately-laid schemes.




  The letter the manager wrote on behalf of his employers was courteous and respectful to the last degree; but at the same time admitted of no misconstruction. He pointed out that the account was heavily overdrawn, without anything like adequate security, and Messrs. Armstrong were getting anxious. Perhaps Sir Percival would call upon him (Speedwell), and talk the matter over.




  Accordingly he repaired to the bank, where he found Speedwell awaiting him. There was some deference in the young manager’s manner; but something of power also. Sir Percival quickly realized that he was in the presence of one who knew his strength, and, if needs be, meant to use it.




  “I must say your letter came upon me as a great surprise,” Sir Percival commenced. “To be frank with you, I do not quite see how I can comply with your request at the present moment. Of course I can give you security. A deposit of deeds, no doubt, will be all you require?”




  “I am afraid not,” Speedwell answered, with gentle melancholy. “My employers are not fond of that class of security, especially—pardon me if I speak plainly—your account is one upon which little business seems to be done.”




  “But you cannot refuse to listen to my offer. Besides, this is so sudden; indeed, I am almost justified in calling it shady practice.”




  Speedwell smiled deprecatingly.




  “Scarcely that, Sir Percival. We can afford to have no sentiment in business. Besides, your overdraft is an unusually large one.”




  “And if I give you ample security, you will charge me something like ten per cent. upon it. Really I fail to see what better arrangement you can make.”




  “It is not legitimate banking, sir, which is the great drawback. Candidly, my employers are frightened. I—I hesitated to mention such a thing in my letter to you, but I have received the most peremptory instructions that unless a large reduction—say 5,000—is made by Wednesday, I am to place the matter in the hands of our solicitors.”




  Sir Percival gasped. The times must be out of joint when he, a Baronet of ancient lineage, could be so calmly threatened by an obscure bank manager; a clever, pushing nobody, who had literally climbed out of the mud to respectability. Still, the look of respectful deference was on Speedwell’s face; the one spot of oil which soothed the outraged Decie pride and arrogance.




  “You are a young firm, sir; a young firm, and in danger of being spoilt by success,” he answered, loftily; “but no business carried out on those autocratic lines can possibly stand. Now, put the matter to yourself as a man of some astuteness, how can I possibly find this money by the day after to-morrow?”




  Speedwell was drawing vague lines upon his blotting pad. The face was calm, almost sad, with subservient sympathy, but his heart was beating fast. He took time before he replied, as if meditating deeply upon this unanswerable question. When he spoke again it was slowly and deliberately.




  “As to that, Sir Percival, a man like yourself, who has available security, can have no difficulty in finding money at any moment. Allow me to speak to you, if you will pardon the liberty, as a friend. It is not for me to say so, but I think my employers are dealing harshly with you; a fact I ventured to point out. If you could make this reduction promptly, I could show them that I was right, and, moreover, give you a sounder position.”




  “There is something in what you say,” answered the Baronet, grimly, “only, unfortunately, it is impossible. In the meantime, I must draw upon you——”




  “No, sir; there I am powerless to help you. Pending this reduction I am instructed to honour no drafts of yours.”




  Speedwell was pale now, but no whiter than the victim opposite, for this determination meant, in as many words, ruin. Sir Percival, utterly overcome, covered his face with his hands and groaned aloud.




  “Then I am undone, indeed,” he murmured. “This morning I sent away cheques for more than twelve hundred pounds. It is true they will not be returned to you until Wednesday, which gives me a little time. Mr. Speedwell, you are a shrewd man; tell me what I must do?”




  Speedwell shook his head mournfully, looking with sympathetic eyes into Sir Percival’s white, stricken face, saying nothing. Then he turned towards the door, which opened at this moment, and disclosed a face, followed by a crooked, mis-shapen body, dragged painfully forward by a crutch. Abishai Abraham limped in, all unconscious of the presence of a third person, till, catching sight of the Baronet, he made a motion of obeisance and retired. Speedwell followed him with his eyes; his face lighted.




  “I will see you in a moment, Mr. Abraham, if you will kindly wait in the outer office,” he cried; and, turning to Sir Percival, continued. “That is the very man you want. What wonderful luck that you should have come in this morning! Mr. Abraham can doubtless accommodate you to any amount you require. What do you say, sir?”




  The vision of his cheques dishonoured floated before the Baronet’s eyes. He had a holy horror of moneylenders and their ways, but it was a question of the sternest necessity. Moreover, he was human. What a triumph it would be to pay off the whole of his overdraft, and leave himself in credit! For a moment he hesitated, finally consenting to see the accommodating Jew.




  Speedwell turned away, mistrusting the fierce joy glowing in his face.




  “I think you have decided wisely,” he said. “Allow me to present you with the use of my office till you have settled the preliminaries. And a word in your ear, Sir Percival; if you press for the money to-day, you may have it.”




  A moment later, Abishai Abraham crawled in, his face wreathed in a fawning smile, his thin lips prim and set in all humility. He seated himself upon the extreme edge of a chair, and sat meekly, as if he had come to seek some precious favour at the hands of his hereditary enemy.




  “You wished to see me, Sir Percival?” he whispered. “If I can do anything in my poor way for so great a gentleman, command me. If it is money you want—and all gentlemen want money—I may help you.”




  He writhed about, rubbing his hands together, and smiling unpleasantly.




  Sir Percival answered curtly, not relishing this poor pleasantry. “It is a large sum I want, Mr. Abraham. Your time, doubtless, is valuable; so is mine. In a word, I want twenty thousand pounds.”




  “A huge sum—a great sum. Ah, yes! And you want all that, good sir? And if I can find so much, what is the security?”




  “The security will be a note of hand, accompanied by The Moat title deeds. You know the property and the rental it produces.”




  Abishai scraped his chin with his lean yellow claws, the colour of the gold he loved so well. He smiled to himself as he called to mind the time years ago when he had gathered from the floor the money Sir Percival had left with his mother.




  “The beautiful Moat is well known—yes. Embracing the works, eh?”




  “That will form no part of the security, of course,” Sir Percival stammered. “There is a separate mortgage on that which, however, does not touch the freehold.”




  “Very good, Sir Percival. You will want this money at once. And you can have it this very afternoon if you wish it so.”




  He waited for this statement to strike the Baronet with its full force. Experience had taught him that the sight of the money, the promise of speedy fulfilment lured many a victim into the net, and he was not wrong now. Sir Percival coloured slightly, partly with relief, though the feeling of the retaliation he was about to bring on Armstrong and Co. was uppermost.




  “But,” paused Abishai, “there is one other little thing. I shall require you to assign to me the household furniture and effects of The Moat, I shall.”




  “But this means a bill of sale.”




  “No, Sir Percival, nothing of the kind, for it will not be registered. That is a matter of form I make it a rule to insist upon. There is nothing more to be said. If you consent to sign this harmless little document, you may make an appointment, and get the money this very day.”




  For one moment Sir Percival hesitated; then the recollection of his liabilities rushed upon him, and he was lost.




  “I consent,” he said, “strictly on the understanding that this is a mere matter of form. Fix your own hour and place, so long as it is before the bank closes, and I will meet you with the deeds.”




  “Then let it be at the Angel, at three. We can have a private room there, and settle the matter in a few moments. Does that please you, sir?”




  Sir Percival intimated that it did. The Angel, moreover, was the principal hotel in Westport, a huge building with assembly rooms and accommodation for invitation balls and meetings. It was here that Professor Sartori had decided to give his entertainment. So in the afternoon, when Abishai and the Baronet met together upon the steps, the Professor was coming down. He made them no sign of recognition, but as they passed him he hesitated for a moment, and returned. It was the first night of his performance. Behind the stage were two rooms—dressing-rooms to be used during any entertainment—and shut off from the stage by sliding panels. Usually they were used as business apartments, as now, for it was market day in Westport, and the hotel was full. Into one of these the Baronet and his companion were shown, where a third individual awaited them, a solicitor and tool of Abraham. The Professor, having satisfied himself of their presence, disappeared into the great hall, and, creeping quietly upon the stage, laid his ear against the panel and listened.




  The voices were quite distinct, save the third one, who was mumbling through some legal document. When he had finished Sir Percival spoke.




  “I understand this is quite a matter of form? That is perfectly clear then. And I am to sign here? Certainly. Give me a pen.”




  There was a sound as of a pen scratching over some hard paper; the crisp crackle of some material which the listener concluded, and rightly, to be parchment. Then the third person spoke in a quick low voice; a murmur of acquiescence, and again another rustling, evidently the soft flutter of bank-notes.




  “I think you will find them right, Sir Percival,” said Abishai. “Two hundred hundreds. Perhaps you would like to count for yourself.”




  There came a confused murmur of voices, amidst the crackling of papers, and bank-notes, and parchment; the noise of something being stowed away, and then Sir Percival’s bland, patronising accents as he wished his companions good afternoon. The listener lingered till he heard the sharp creak of the Baronet’s boots echoing down the passages.




  “You are sure this secures to me the waste lands round the Old Meadow Works?” came Abishai’s low rasping tones. “There is no mistake about that.”




  “No, indeed, Mr. Abraham, there is no mistake, sir.”




  “Very good. And directly the first instalment of interest is overdue I am in a position to levy execution upon the effects at The Moat.”




  Mumble, mumble came the stranger’s voice in the quick low accents of one who strives to make his meaning clear. There was a hoarse, unpleasant laugh, followed by a low chuckle, and Speedwell’s name was mentioned. A minute later Abishai walked down the steps of the Angel into the street with a gleam of unholy joy in his face; but the listener behind the panel smiled too, and his smile was more deadly dangerous than that of the successful Jew.




  XIII - MAGIC
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  A month had passed away. Leafy June had melted into the languid embrace of her twin sister, and rudely August was at hand. There had not been much change, save that Sir Percival had taken a dignified revenge upon Armstrong and Company, and the Professor’s show had been a genuine success.




  The great hall was a blaze of light, and Westport’s chivalry had gathered there. The magnates of the busy town arrayed in solemn rows to witness the performance which had made such a stir in the place. Sir Percival and his son, the former, protesting against all such trickery and humbug, yet curious withal, were seated side by side with Mark Lockwood and his daughter, and next to them Philip Speedwell, a smile of incredulity on his face, and a hope in his heart that Signor Sartori might speedily be confounded.




  “There is nothing creepy about the preparations,” Ida Lockwood remarked to Victor, indicating the bare stage, containing only a plain deal table and a few chairs. “It is not my idea of a wizard’s cave.”




  “The fellow is very clever, though,” replied Victor; “I wouldn’t have credited it if I hadn’t seen for myself.”




  “Clever from a histrionic point of view,” Speedwell sneered. “The confederates, I must say, are well drilled. But surely, with your astuteness, Mr. Decie, you don’t believe this strength of will business is true?”




  “I am weak enough to think so—yes. Perhaps in the interest of the audience, and for your own satisfaction, you had better test it. I have.”




  “And found it powerless, no doubt,” Speedwell spoke sarcastically. “The medium was not sufficiently charged with the magnetic current, or you were not a receptive subject; failure glibly accounted for by choice phrases, eh?”




  Victor smiled grimly.




  “My experience was not precisely that; I am a firm believer. If you can prove the Professor a charlatan, perhaps you will do so.”




  “That is a challenge,” Speedwell bent forward and whispered, “and I accept it. I will bet you a five-pound note I not only go upon the stage, but also that I come away again in my right mind. Come.”




  “Done,” Victor returned, curtly, as he turned away.




  Speedwell was no favourite of his, and he felt annoyed now that he should have been betrayed into making such a wager. Miss Lockwood laid her hand upon his arm and indicated the stage, where the Professor was standing now, bowing right and left. His eyes were keen and piercing, as they roamed about the large room, as if searching for someone; then he seated himself upon a chair with folded arms. Presently an attendant brought in a large blackboard and placed it upon trestles in the centre of the stage. Upon this the Professor traced in chalk the figures:—




  2,458,160.




  Every eye was turned upon the board in silent expectation. Then, as if this had nothing to do with the entertainment, the performer turned to the spectators again. Would one of those present come upon the stage? There was the usual hush of expectation. Speedwell made a motion as if to move, then changed his mind, determining to wait and confound the Professor in his hour of triumph. At length a sound of feet was heard in the background, and, with an assumption of ease, a youth came forward and walked, blushing at his own temerity, on to the stage.




  “I am obliged to you,” said Sartori, with a bow. “I promise that you shall be restored to your anxious friends unhurt. Take a seat, and amuse yourself with to-day’s paper.” All this time the speaker had his keen eyes fixed upon his victim, who had already began to follow him with a dazed fascination. “Come, take up the paper. You are not afraid?”




  “N—no,” the youth stammered; “I ain’t afraid; but I can’t pick it up.”




  “Can’t pick it up? Dear me! some of these papers are remarkably heavy. Now, attend to me. See this sovereign which I place upon the floor. Now, if you can pick it up, it is yours. Try.”




  With great eagerness the victim, on hands and knees, grasped at the coin, but to him it was immovable, as if it had been screwed to the floor. The Professor bade him rise and return to his chair.




  “Do you feel very tired?” he asked.




  “No—yes. I am tired. I can’t keep my eyes open.”




  “Then go to sleep.” And in a few moments the lad lay back in his chair, his head upon his breast, fast asleep.




  There was a little murmur of applause, some astonishment, but, as yet, cynical silence from the front seats. They had most of them read about these things, and, as yet, refused to be convinced. Speedwell smiled incredulously at the specious humbug, and patiently waited for his turn to come.




  The hall became a little darker as the lights turned down; the mystic figures on the blackboard began to glow with an incandescent brightness, gradually taking the form of a luminous bank note, roughly sketched, but unmistakably the representation of a 10 note. Suddenly the gas flared up again, and it was gone, leaving only the chalk figures behind.




  The Professor looked keenly at his audience, and noted the ghastly pallor of Speedwell’s face as he met his eyes. But a few rows behind was another face, white and chill, the third actor in the little drama of which Sartori was the prompter.




  “I want another gentleman,” he said. Who will come?”




  A desperate courage fired Speedwell’s heart. He stepped forward on to the platform, and stood facing the Professor, who welcomed him with a smile as he looked him in the face, speaking smoothly and rapidly.




  “I am obliged to you, though I am afraid you came here in no friendly spirit. You think this is all trickery; but you shall see. I am pleased to welcome a gentleman so well known and respected; a Philistine, whose conversion will be to my credit. You are listening?”




  Speedwell had been listening to the words, which, clear at first, now began to sound drowsily in his ears, like distant water. He was conscious of a certain vague terror, a wild yearning to get away, but the glittering eyes seemed to chain him to the spot. A drowsy languor stole over his senses, a feeling of peace and quietude, as he sank into a chair with a contented sigh.




  Sartori turned to his first victim, and, touching him gently, whispered something in his ear. He rose with eyes wide open, though with no gleam of consciousness in them, and, stepping from the stage, felt with his hands till he came to the fourth row of reserved seats. There he hesitated for a moment, then, passing down between the people, walked along till he came to the object of his search—a young man, who hung back with every appearance of lively fear. But the sleeper would not be denied. Surely but gradually he drew the spectator from his seat amidst shouts of unconstrained merriment, and bore him unwillingly towards the stage.




  There were beads of perspiration on his face which was white with terror. Sartori noticed that the hand he took hold of to help this third victim up was cold and clammy. But he was playing now a drama which was not on the bills, and caviare to the general.




  “You may go,” he said, turning to the original victim. “I shall want you no longer. Ah, you fancy you are asleep! Bless me! you are no more asleep than I am. Go back to your seat again.”




  The lad rubbed his eyes and looked round in surprise. Then, with a hasty glance at his tormentor, he fled. Sartori turned to the new comer. He was absolutely shaking with fear, a terror which the spectators mistook, and roared again.




  “Spare me—oh, spare me!” shrieked the miserable man. “I am young. I have done no harm to you. Let me go!”




  The audience screamed with laughter. This lively fear was a treat they had not expected, a part of the performance they could not understand. Sartori, with his eyes fixed upon the fearful one, made a few quick passes with his hand, and gradually the cries subsided to a gurgling sob. Then the Professor came forward with a low bow, and seemed as if he would speak. He was very pale, and began in a low voice expressing his regret that the performance could not continue. There was an old proverb, he said, to the effect that the sword will in time wear out the scabbard. He had been through two arduous performances that day, one of which had been extremely trying. Nothing but consideration for the feeling of his patrons had enabled him to carry on so long. He (the speaker) staggered slightly. He would throw himself upon their clemency.




  Whereupon the band struck up the National Anthem, and amidst confused murmurs and expressions of forcible disapproval from the background, the curtain came down, and the audience filed out. Scarcely had the last of them disappeared when the door was locked. Sartori recovered himself marvellously.




  There was no sound save the laboured breathing of Speedwell and his companion in misfortune. He roused the latter roughly, indicating at the same time the mystic figures upon the blackboard.




  “That is one of them,” he said. “Only one! How many more were there?”




  “I must think. I cannot tell you yet. My head is so confused.” The words came slowly, painfully, as if forced from him. “I think a hundred altogether—yes, a hundred tens. They were posted here in a registered letter, and I took them. Don’t ask me any more. You know too much already.”




  “A hundred tens you say,” continued Sartori, calmly ignoring this appeal; “and you stole them as they passed through your hands? Ah, we are getting on! Was there no inquiry made for them—no reward offered.”




  “No, the sender dared not. He was bound to take his loss in silence.”




  “Delightful mystery. A man loses a thousand pounds, and takes the loss as a matter of course because he dare not make inquiries. This becomes interesting. There was a letter with this packet, of course?”




  “Yes, a registered letter, addressed to—to ‘Lock and Co., Greyfriars, London.’”




  “Very good. And the contents of this wonderful epistle? I want to hear what it contained, to prevent the owner claiming the stolen property.”




  There was a long silence, as if the victim was striving with himself to shake off the influence which lay upon him. But the magnetic power was too strong to be so lightly thrown aside.




  “Because,” came the startling answer, “in the first place, these very notes had been stolen by the sender.”




  “I congratulate you upon your astuteness. No wonder you ran the risk of appropriating them. And the name of this honest gentleman?”




  “Messrs. Armstrong’s manager—Mr. Philip Speedwell.”




  The answer came with such swift surprise that the Professor was startled for a moment. That Speedwell’s name should be mentioned was no matter for any great astonishment; but that he should have been so blindly reckless was a thing for speculation. For a time Sartori’s nimble brain worked silently.




  “Ah, so that is your safeguard! I need not ask if you have preserved this letter. If so, I must ask you to hand it over to me.”




  “Of course I kept it; but not here. Oh, no; it is not here. I—I have hidden it carefully. But not here. Oh, no; not here!”




  “Come, hand it over!” retorted the mesmerist, coolly, “or must I take it by force? Don’t trouble to look in all your pockets, when you know very well exactly where to put your hand upon it. Thank you.”




  The wretched Post Office clerk produced the letter and passed it over. Sartori gave it a brief glance, sufficient to see that Speedwell’s signature was at the foot, marvelling, meanwhile, that so deep an individual was insane enough to put his name to a document so doubly criminating. He had all the information now he required. Then, with a few words, he brought back his informant to his senses.




  “I—I. You have mesmerized me,” he gasped, his eyes upon the fatal figures. “What did I say? What have I done?”




  “We will talk more of that to-morrow, my friend. Meanwhile, rest assured that any secret of yours lies entirely between you and I. With the exception of the unbeliever there we are alone, you perceive; but the key is in the door, and you can let yourself out. And a word in your ear. If you dare to change another bank-note or destroy what you have, you shall sleep in Westport Gaol to-morrow night, sure as your name is Lord. Good night.”




  Lord reeled down the hall and out into the cool night air like a drunken man.




  Sartori watched him till the door closed with a clang, and then turned to Speedwell, who was sleeping still.




  “Who is Lock and Co.?” he asked, when he had brought the other to drowsy consciousness.




  “I, and Abishai Abraham, and another; we are Lock and Co. Hush! Someone will hear you. It would ruin me if it got known. Don’t tell Armstrong.”




  “I won’t,” Sartori answered, sardonically. “It would be a pity. So the capital this enterprising firm work upon is drawn from Armstrong and Co. Estimable young man—model son! And you are my son, I suppose,” he continued, speculatively, “though I must confess I do not yearn for your affection. Indeed, if I consulted my inclination, I should hit you over the head with my stick. However, a little more information first. The honest Abraham, Abishai of that ilk, is extremely anxious to get possession of the waste lands round the Old Meadow Works. Why is this?”




  “Abishai is cunning,” returned Speedwell, thickly. “Abishai knows. Only don’t you tell Sir Percival; but there is copper there—copper ore enough to make us the richest men in Westport. And now we have got the place, we shall all be millionaires.”




  The professor whistled softly. He had discovered symptoms of the metal by the seashore, though even he was not certain yet. And now this pretty pair of scoundrels had come in between him and his schemes. He sat down and contemplated Speedwell’s drowsy features darkly.




  Twelve o’clock struck—one, two, and three before Speedwell emerged from the hall, with unsteady footsteps and pale, perspiring face. As he walked home with the first blush of morning in the eastern sky, he began to wonder what he had said; or if he had betrayed any secrets of the prison house in his talk. For the first time in his life he was actually afraid of himself, and more afraid still of the sweet smile the Professor had bestowed upon him, accompanied by a benevolent good night blessing.
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  Three weeks had Miriam been away, and yet she had made no sign to Hazael. Aurora was absent from Westport, too, and whether they were in communication or not the uneasy husband did not know. Yet Miriam had promised him that he should come through the coming ordeal unscathed, though as yet he had no conception of the sacrifice she was contemplating. Things were still in this uncertain state when she wrote a single line, saying she was coming home.




  It was evening when she arrived; a mellow August evening, with a warm glow in the air, and the drowsy hum of insects floating high. She had come from the station alone, and, as she walked into the little sitting-room where the late tea was laid out, she carried something in her arms which made Hazael’s heart beat faster as he looked. Rebecca rose and came forward, as if to embrace her child; but there was something in the girl’s look which held her back.




  “Am I welcome?” asked Miriam. “Tell me that.”




  “Welcome enough, my child, but the question seems a strange one. Sorely have I missed thee. But what of our friends in Liverpool?”




  “I know nothing of them, for I have not been there.”




  The strangeness of her manner arrested their attention. Miriam was pale, but calm; almost too calm, Hazael thought, as he shot her a swift glance. Yet she never turned in his direction.




  “You have never been there!” Rebecca faltered. “And why? There is some strange mystery here. Sit down, child, and explain yourself.”




  “Presently. When I have spoken you shall judge of me again. Before I can be one of you again you must extend your welcome to this.”




  She bent forward, and with one hand drew back a veil from the burden she was bearing, and disclosed the features of a sleeping child. The picture she made standing in the background was a striking one. The mother’s face was full of a nameless terror. Hazael moved forward as if to speak, but a swift, eloquent glance checked him. Abishai’s eyes blazed, though he pressed his thin lips together, waiting. Speedwell pale as death, and raging inwardly in mingled jealousy and horrible fear.




  “Perhaps you will be good enough to explain this comedy,” he said, with a poor attempt at levity. “Miriam was always dramatic, but sometimes these appearances are open to misconstruction.”




  “There must be no misconstruction here,” Miriam answered, calmly. “You shall judge for yourselves. The child is mine.”




  “No, no,” cried Hazael, springing to his feet, “not you. You shall not say so! You shall not bring such disgrace upon yourself!”




  “There is no question of disgrace for me. I—I speak the truth, and ask you for a welcome for me and mine. But the secret—and there is a secret—must, till the proper time comes, remain with me. Mother, can you trust me, when I say there is no shadow of disgrace in this.”




  “Rebecca had fallen forward on the table, covering her face in her hands; as yet she dared not trust herself to speak, for the fierce combat waging in her heart between love and duty—the stern duty of the Jewish creeds left her no thought or time for words. Then Abishai took up the parable.




  “There is disgrace,” he hissed, “gloss it over as you will. Put it to yourself, and tell me if it is not so. You will be peered at through the streets of Westport, mocked by every woman you meet, for none will believe such a tale. We have had dishonour enough without you adding to it. And this is all that comes of your beauty—to become a mark for scorn.”




  “Better be a mark for scorn, knowing in my heart that I have done no wrong, than like you!” Miriam burst out, passionately—“like you, hated and feared, as one who grinds the poor, and battens on their misfortunes; coining drops of blood into money; a miserable, despicable miser.”




  Her whole frame quivered with the violence of her emotion, so that she woke the sleeping child, who set up a pitiful wailing cry. The very sound sufficed to bring Miriam back to her womanly tenderness.




  “Well, I am waiting,” she continued. “Let me bear my sentence. Hazael, you will be on my side—come here.” As he walked towards her, she whispered a few words in his ear, exhorting him to silence. “Speak, I am not afraid.”




  “You may stay for me,” said Saul Abraham, breaking the awkward silence, and speaking low. “It isn’t for me to judge you, my girl. You never threw my troubles in my face, and I don’t forget it; but Abishai’s master here, and what he says is law. And your mother’s strict, too.”




  “If I am to be judged by letter of our creed then I am homeless indeed!” Miriam answered, mournfully; “but as you decide so shall it be. I will not stoop to defend myself again; the issue is in your hands!”




  She had drawn herself to her full height, her eyes flashing, the moving, living embodiment of outraged innocence; but for the precious burden she held so tenderly to her heart. In spite of his belief Speedwell began to waver, but the demon jealousy was not so lightly to be tamed.




  “Perhaps,” he exclaimed, bitterly—“perhaps that declaration may be most satisfactory to another than I—Victor Decie!”




  “What do you mean?” Hazael demanded, stepping forward. “Explain yourself, or, maybe, I shall force you to do so!” His threatening gesture was far more vehement than words. “What has Victor Decie to do with her?”




  “What has he to do with her? Look there, and read for yourself.”




  He pointed to Miriam’s face, dyed with a scarlet flame, her eyes bright and luminous, her mouth quivering. Rebecca let her hands fall upon the table again, and set up a mournful cry.




  “Yes, I see it—I see it now!” she moaned. “And yet I have always prayed you to hate the name. And to come to this after longing all these years for the vengeance which has never come!”




  “It is coming now; you will live to see that, mother,” Abishai exclaimed. “A few weeks longer at the most, and then——”




  He stopped with a long-drawn sigh. Miriam dashed the angry tears from her eyes, and turned to his contemptuous face.




  “Ah, you think so—you think so! But it will never be, Abishai. All your deep-laid schemes will come to the ground; your cunning plot with Philip Speedwell there will not avail you.”




  “So you defend these hated Decies? Speedwell is right, then? Go to your lover, and ask him to shelter you? You have no home here!”




  “And if you are right,” she said, “am I not your own flesh and blood? You refuse me the hearing I should get from any stranger? To your hard heart, Abishai ‘tis useless to appeal, I know! Mother, must I go?”




  “Go, you must, for Heaven help me, is not my teaching stronger than my own mother’s heart. Against us and your religion have you sinned! I dare not bid you stay! So, Miriam, you must go!”




  Her head fell forward again, with groans and tears. When she looked up once more, Miriam had gone. She turned through the narrow shop out into the street mechanically, motioning that Hazael should follow her. For a moment he lingered, pouring out passionate reproaches, so that Miriam reached the street, where she stood in the still evening, alone. Almost unconscious of herself, she remained there waiting, till she noticed that Ruth Meyer was standing by her side, striving to attract her attention.




  “Does it spread so quickly?” she asked, wearily. “Do you know already?”




  The dark, elf-like creature nodded. There was a restless vivacity in her eyes, a curious twisting of the body, which bespoke a mind imperfect.




  “I heard—yes. I was in the pawnbroker’s shop, and through the ventilator I heard voices, and I listened. I am sorry, too—very sorry, Miriam, though we are not friends. Hazael stood up for you, though. Handsome Hazael! And I love him!”




  “So you are sorry for me? Heaven knows, I need sympathy badly enough just now!”




  “Miriam, my dear sister,” Hazael had followed her out now. His eyes still glowed with the intensity of his late passion, though they grew misty now as he noted Miriam’s dull, impassive despair. “I had not dreamed you would do this for me! Come back again, and let us speak! It is not too late yet! My whole soul revolts against such a sacrifice!”




  “No, Hazael, I have chosen. My work must not be undone now; besides, I can bear it, and she cannot. I am made of sterner stuff than your——” She stopped, conscious of Ruth Meyer’s inquisitive glance—“you know. And it will not be for long, Hazael. I have set my heart upon it.”




  Hazael would have answered warmly; all his chivalry was awake, his manhood aroused by the extent of this noble self-sacrifice. It seemed to strike him with fresh force, and yet he was powerless to help himself. Something must be done to relieve Miriam from the taint, but in so doing the blow would have fallen on another less able to bear its weight. Hazael would have answered warmly, when Abishai’s voice arrested his words, He was standing in the doorway, pointing down the street with his crutch.




  “Why don’t you go?” he cried, working himself up to a pitch of frenzy. “Why don’t you go; or will you stay there proclaiming your shame to the world?” He stepped forward, thrusting out his hand, “Go, I say! Bad enough it is, without seeking to make it worse.”




  Miriam shrank back.




  “Abishai, would you strike me?”




  “Ay, I would; and if you don’t move, I will! Go!”




  “A model brother, truly!” said a calm, even voice. Then a strong hand was laid upon Abishai’s uplifted arm. “You would strike a woman, fellow? Your sister, too! Out upon you for a misshapen coward!”




  Each of the short sentences was accompanied by a vigorous shake, and, finally, a hearty buffet, which sent the hunchback reeling back. The little group saw that Victor Decie was standing there, and by his side, a grim smile upon his face, and hands folded behind him, was Mark Lockwood.




  “Nay, deal with him less harshly, Victor,” said he, “for methinks thou hast the best of physical strength. Abishai Abraham, it is a sorry sight to see a strong man lay hand upon a woman. Why is this?”




  “See the answer!” Miriam cried. She was herself again proud and contemptuous. “I bring this child home—mine, if you like, though its name is as pure as your own, sir; and because I cannot explain—because I will not say all I know, he, my brother, turns me out to starve!”




  Lockwood’s fine old face became singularly grave and sweet as he laid his hand upon the speaker’s arm.




  “Deception is wrong,” he said; “but thy face has no trace of shame. I could almost think——”




  “Sir! Can you be more merciful than my own flesh and blood? Can you look me in the face and see that I do not lie?”




  “Peace!” the Quaker answered, sternly, seeing that Abishai was about to speak. Then for a long time he returned the girl’s quiet, steady gaze. “Yea, I can see no trace of shame in thy features. I believe thee.”




  “Then, perhaps you will show her a little of the charity you boast of,” the hunchback sneered, “for I promise you she shall have none here!”




  “Abishai Abraham, thy counsel shall be followed. My poor lass, come with me, and thy wants shall be attended to, and oil poured into thy bleeding heart. I do believe thee to be pure and virtuous; and even if thou hast perchance deceived me, my duty must be done.”




  So, without another word, he beckoned for Miriam to follow him, and set out down the quiet street with the last rays of the sun falling upon his silver hair. Hazael caught the manufacturer’s hand in a fervour of gratitude; Abishai leant against the lintel, like the shadow of a baffled sprite.




  XV - A PLACE OF REFUGE




  

    Table of Contents

  




  It was a quiet, peaceful homestead in which Miriam found herself. Castle-street, Westport, was a still thoroughfare, far enough from works and factories to enjoy restfulness and sunshine. Most of the houses had been built in the last century; large, solid-looking edifices, with long flights of steps and narrow windows; but behind each stretched large gardens and velvety lawns, showing the soft richness of a century. In one of these Mark Lockwood lived with his daughter, and hither he brought Miriam on that eventful night, and, with a few words of explanation, handed her over to Ida’s care and keeping.




  There was an unspeakable calm and restfulness about the place; an unspoken sympathy in the Quaker’s daughter, which aroused all the gratitude and passionate gratefulness in Miriam’s fiery, noble nature.




  “I was a stranger to you, and yet you had pity upon me,” she said; “whilst my own flesh and blood turned from me. You believe my sorry tale?”




  “Yes,” Ida replied; “I do believe you. I think you have made some great sacrifice to shield someone you love.”




  It was a fortnight later. They were seated in Miss Lockwood’s own sitting-room, with the windows open and looking across the quiet lawn into the garden, resonant with the song of birds. Miriam stood with the fresh breeze blowing on her cheeks, where the hot colour burned and glowed with her emotion.




  “Some day you will know—soon, I hope. Miss Lockwood, you have done me a great service; perhaps I shall be able to repay it. You do not know that my people are pledged to do one you love a lasting injury.”




  “I am afraid I do not understand. What harm have we done to yours, and so long as people are good and honourable, what evil can come to them?”




  Miriam looked round the pretty room; all so bright and beautiful as refinement and wealth could make it. It seemed no part of the busy outside world, so far removed from care and anxiety as the Poles are asunder. What could its mistress know of the wickedness and depravity, the base passions and sordid sentiments of the outer hemisphere? It seemed to Miriam that no taint of worldliness had ever crept here, taking the light out of life, and robbing the warmth from the sunshine.




  “You do not understand these things—how should you? You have never been brought in contact with everything that is mean and degrading. I have; and I have tried to raise myself above them. But it is hard work.”




  She spoke in short, broken sentences, her bosom heaving with a wild emotion.




  “I have been brought up all my life to hate the Decies—we have all been taught that—but I cannot. And now there is a plot to ruin them—to ruin him, but not if I can help it.”




  Ida Lockwood listened in mild surprise; but gentle and unsuspecting as she was, there was something in the last words which grated upon her, a vague uncertain jealousy.




  “You speak in language altogether beyond me,” she said, coldly. “What is Mr. Victor Decie to you, that you should speak of him like—like that?”




  “What is he to me? What is the sun to the earth; the moonlight to the nightingale? I love him! Nay, hear me out. I know that he is pledged to you, that to him I am nothing, but I love him—ay, in a way you cannot understand. He has always had a pleasant word for me; a smile when others have met me with frowns; but who can explain those things? I love him!—I love him! I would give up my life for him, knowing that he would enshrine me in a tender remembrance. Why do I tell you this? I cannot say. It may be a shameful confession—nay, it is; but I never measured my standard by others. I have given my heart unasked, unsought; but I would not take it back if all the world lay at my feet!”




  Miriam stopped at length, worn out by the violence of her passionate declaration. Her eyes were bright and shining, but there was a wistful, tender smile upon her face withal.




  There was a long silence, broken only by the wild chatter of a starling perched upon a tree outside. Ida, a little shocked at first by the wild confession, began to feel a sense of deep pity for her companion. After all, perhaps, it was only natural that another might lose her heart to Victor.




  “I am sorry, very sorry for you,” she said, gently. “I wish you had not told me this, and yet there is no reason why we should be worse friends. Miriam, I cannot understand you.”




  “I cannot understand myself,” Miriam answered, wearily. “I have been born too early or too late. I was never intended to be anyone’s enemy but my own. But, mark me, there is some evil coming to those you love. To the best of my poor ability I have tried to ward it off, though I am fighting in the dark against those who would stick at nothing.”




  “But no harm can come to him,” Ida exclaimed, with rising alarm. “He has not a single enemy in the world!”




  Miriam laughed bitterly.




  “Has he not? I know of two in my own family—my father and elder brother, Abishai. There is another more unscrupulous still, for he poses as a friend. I mean Philip Speedwell.”




  “Mr. Speedwell? Surely not. Consider what my father has done for him. He would not, could not, be so base as to strike a blow at us through Mr. Decie!”




  “Did I not say you do not understand how far a man’s wickedness can go. Philip Speedwell is a scoundrel. He has reasons for destroying Sir Percival Decie, of which I know nothing. He had reasons for injuring Victor Decie, because—I had better tell the truth at once—he thinks if he were out of the way I could bring myself in time to love him.”




  “Mr. Speedwell is your lover?”




  “Mr. Speedwell thinks he loves me,” Miriam corrected. “I hate him! I will not shock you by telling you his base suspicions, but I will tell you what I overheard one night at home.”




  Miriam’s confession, trembling on her lips, was cut short at the critical point by the entrance of a servant, bearing the information that someone wished to speak to her. She walked into the morning-room, there to find Hazael pacing up and down, his face perturbed and evidently suffering under the influence of great mental distress. He was not so overcome that he forgot to embrace his sister tenderly and inquire after her welfare. Then he began to pace the room again.




  “Hazael, you are in some trouble,” Miriam exclaimed, “or you would not have come here. What is wrong now?”




  “First, tell me about yourself. No reason to ask if you are happy here. I can see that. Are you beginning to repent your sacrifice, Miriam?”




  “I shall never do that. Yes, I am happy enough. Now, let me hear what you have to say, for your face frightens me.”




  And, indeed, it might; for the features were white, and drawn, and haggard with something more than fear. Hazael paused in his stride, and, looking round, as if fearful that someone might overhear his words, fell into a chair, covering his face with his hands.




  “I am beyond trouble almost, I am in despair,” he said. “You know that I am in a respectable position at Armstrongs. Three days ago one of our customers left some negotiable securities with me—never mind what for, or what they were. We were just closing when they came in, so I locked them up in a drawer for the night. The next morning they were gone.”




  “What was the amount?” Miriam asked, at length.




  “Three hundred pounds; it might just as well be three millions, for any chance I have of replacing the money. The suspense is driving me mad, and just now, as I was getting on so well.”




  He fell forward again, covering his face with his hands. Presently he resumed again.




  “I have been wrong, I know, in not making the loss known at once, but I was afraid.”




  Crushed down as she was with her own troubles, Miriam could clearly see the seriousness of this new disaster. Not for a moment did she doubt the truth of Hazael’s story. And yet there was small chance of his employers giving credence to this wild tale. At all hazards the money must be found, but how she had not the wildest conception.




  “Hazael, I will help you if I can. Leave the matter in my hands, and I will speak to Mr. Lockwood. He will listen to what I have to say, and if you can be righted he will do so. Not but what I blame you for not speaking out at once. Go back to your business as if nothing had happened, and come to me this evening.”




  “God bless you, Miriam,” Hazael said, brokenly. “You give me comfort, though I am afraid I am leaning on a broken reed. It is no easy task I am giving you, but I cannot face it myself.”




  “You will be righted, Hazael, and the real thief will be discovered, never fear. And now you must go, and trust me.”




  “I do trust you. Where should I be without your aid?”




  So he went away, leaving Miriam to her painful reflections in the quietness of the room, where the noise of her heart seemed loud in the stillness, which was only broken by the mocking chatter of the starling, still perched upon the apple bough.




  Hazael walked swiftly towards the busy streets seeing nothing, hearing nothing, but the wild whirl of his own painful thoughts. He had not got beyond the still thoroughfare when he met Aurora and Ruth Meyer. Sometimes he would have passed them, but now in his desperate mood, he stopped. Aurora’s colour came and went; then, her own confusion past, she was struck by the whiteness of Hazael’s face.




  “Does the news concern us?” she cried, impulsively. “Is anything wrong with——”




  “Our family? No,” Hazael answered, with a warning glance; “with me, much.”




  And then, in his open, reckless manner, he told the listeners the tale he had poured into Miriam’s startled ears.




  It did not strike Aurora as strange that she should be standing there with Ruth by her side, listening intently. All discretion was swallowed up in her anxiety and devotion to the man she loved.




  “I can tell you how to get the money!” Ruth cried, with a sagacious nod. “I can tell you, Hazael. Ah, yes.”




  Hazael and Aurora started guiltily; they had forgotten their companion.




  “Indeed, Miss Ruth; I shall be obliged to you for the information.”




  “Abishai will lend it you—he has plenty. Only ask him.”




  Hazael smiled faintly in spite of his distress; the idea of Abishai lending the money struck him as being exquisitely absurd. He made some inconsequential reply, and then with a tender, significant glance at his wife, passed upon his way. Aurora and Ruth walked homeward, the latter, contrary to her wont, silent and meditative.




  “Aurora, he must have this money.”




  “Of course,” Aurora answered with an effort; “of course, and he will get it. But it is no affair of ours, remember; indeed, we should not have spoken to Mr. Abraham at all.”




  “But he shall have the money, handsome Hazael. And Abishai shall lend it him; crook-backed Abishai. I shall go and ask him, and if he refuses I shall kill him—kill him dead!”




  So saying, Ruth made a wild pass with her hand as if striking down some imaginary foe. Her eyes gleamed with intentness of purpose, but Aurora saw nothing of this, for her whole vision was filled with the pallid whiteness of Hazael’s despairing face.
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  Like a tiny snowflake, rolling downwards till it becomes a mighty avalanche, the news spread, gathering as it went, till all Westport knew that Armstrong’s Bank had failed. It came to Mark Lockwood as he was seated in his office; it reached Ida and Miriam in their quiet seclusion. As it spread, the news came to Sir Percival Decie out at The Moat, and it turned him faint and sick, for he knew at last that ruin stared him in the face. It reached Abishai Abraham, who heard it calmly enough. He gave a few orders quietly, and later in the day the gossips of Westport had further food for scandal, for there was an execution in Sir Percival Decie’s house. One instalment of interest on Abishai’s loan was overdue—not that this troubled him much, because the hour of his triumph was at hand. Miriam heard this, and straightway made her way to The Moat, intending to confound the schemers and set Sir Percival free.




  Meanwhile the Baronet sat at his breakfast-table, holding a note—the note telling him of Armstrong’s suspension—in his hand. His face was white and drawn, all his pride shattered by one blow. Victor sat opposite, vague and uneasy, waiting for his father to speak.




  “Victor, do you know what this means to us,” he said, at length.




  “It is very inconvenient, of course,” Victor answered, “but nothing to look so tragic about. It is very awkward just now, especially as our outgoings are so heavy; but we must get accommodation elsewhere. Of course we shall have to give some security; but the money must be found, even if we have to deposit the title deeds of The Moat.”




  “And supposing they are no longer in my possession?”




  “Good heavens, we will not suppose anything of the sort! As it is, our position is none too pleasant. But that——Father?”




  The mask fell from Sir Percival’s face; he leant forward, his face covered with his hands, his whole frame quivering. Not the least of his punishment was the bitter confession he had to make.




  “They are not in my possession,” he said, in a low voice, which came muffled through his fingers. “I have deceived you, Victor. The Moat has been mortgaged for the past two months.”




  “And you never told me,” Victor said, quietly. It was the only reproach he uttered. “Was I unworthy of your confidence? I might have known.”




  The Baronet’s tones were hoarse as he replied, though his voice trembled with a sound that had in it a suspicion almost of tears, “I thought it better not to speak of it, because I had hoped for brighter things. You do not know how I was pushed, but you do know how everything has gone, locked up in the buildings and pyramids of iron yonder. In addition to my difficulties the bank pulled me up; I had eight-and-forty hours’ notice to made a large reduction in my overdraft, and I wanted money then. I went to see Speedwell, but he was powerless to help me; if I had not had the cash in that time I was ruined. There was no time for an ordinary mortgage; Speedwell found a man who would make the advance at once. I went to him and got the money.”




  “And after that? Go on please, let me hear the worst.”




  “Then I paid off the overdraft, and started with a large balance to my credit. But that I cannot touch now, and what to do I cannot tell.”




  There was a long silence between the two men, for it seemed to both of them that there was nothing for it now but ruin. As Victor’s eyes roamed round the room, then back to his father seated there, a vague suspicion of the truth shot through him.




  “And this creditor of yours?” he asked. “Who is he?”




  Sir Percival had been expecting the question and dreading it. Now he began to prevaricate.




  “Consider my position,” he commenced, “consider how I was driven, impelled to make any sacrifice to obtain this money. If I had——”




  “Father, is this creditor of yours the man Abraham?”




  It was out at last. Sir Percival bowed his head again and groaned.




  “I thought so, I felt it,” Victor continued, bitterly. “So Speedwell put you into this. Abishai Abraham lent you the money upon the security of The Moat. How generous of him! Was there any further security?”




  The last question calmly asked, but not so calmly dwelt upon, struck Sir Percival in a false light. As he hesitated to reply, Victor remembered his visit from Miriam and her strange warning long since forgotten. And yet it had been true, there was some plot on foot, and that in some unknown way connected with a bill of sale. So, as the Baronet made no answer, Victor put the question for himself.




  “Was this additional security an unregistered bill of sale?”




  “Purely as a matter of form,” Sir Percival replied, eagerly. “Of course, I took good care of that, and people like to have as much security as possible. The document, I am informed, is of no practical value.”




  “As creditors, perhaps not; but between you and Abraham, a deadly weapon. I do not know much about business; but this much I do know, that if there is any arrears of interest due, Abraham can take possession.”




  Sir Percival’s temporary calm forsook him as speedily as it had come.




  “You really don’t mean that?” he exclaimed. “Why, in that case, I——”




  He paused again; but Victor, watching him, fully comprehended the eloquent, ominous silence. For the first time he, too, fell under the ban of despair; his heart sinking under the presentiment of coming trouble.




  “In that case, you do owe one instalment. Why not say so at once?”




  “How foolish of me!—how extremely foolish of me not to have thought of it before! There was 500 due the day before yesterday; but, of course, we can manage that easily enough.”




  “Oh, we can manage that,” Victor cried, sardonically; but, unless I am mistaken, you will find that failing the punctual payment of interest, the holder of the bill of sale can take possession for the principal sum. Why, oh, why did you not tell me this before? If I had known—if I had only known what that large sum paid in two months ago represented!”




  “But don’t you think we are premature?” said the Baronet, a little tremulously, awed by this outburst. “Don’t you think that with the security he has that Abraham will wait?”




  “Wait? Yes; he will wait till it serves his purpose to come here and turn us out into the road. Don’t you know he is the hardest-hearted scoundrel in all Westport; that hundreds of people can testify to his cruelty? Wait? Yes; he will wait, and then we are ruined!”




  Victor walked to the window to hide the tempest of passion in his face. Away down the drive below he was vaguely conscious of some vehicle approaching, and yet, to his mind, he saw it not.




  Sir Percival began, more tremulously than before, “You are looking at the worst side of the case; and, besides, that bill of sale was a pure matter of form. I am not a sanguine man; but I venture to say that Abraham will not presume to come here.”




  Victor turned from the window with a low, curdling laugh. He took Sir Percival by the arm, and led him to a coign of vantage, where he could see the vehicle now fast approaching the house.




  “Look there,” he said, “who do you see in that trap yonder? Where the carcase is there shall the eagles be gathered together. Look!”




  In the carriage was Abishai and his father, and two other men, the like of which many a good man and true has seen before and trembled at their approach, for the man in possession is a creature apart, and carries his calling written upon him in letters there is no mistaking.




  “So much for your sanguine anticipations,” continued Victor. “The blow has fallen sooner than even I anticipated. I would give five years of my life to see those faces turned the other way.”




  But Sir Percival answered not a word. His gold spectacles had fallen from his nose, his hands trembled, his face was white and drawn. Great beads of perspiration stood upon his forehead, or rolled down his haggard features, for the man who had carried fortune upon his shoulders with pride and dignity has dropped down well-nigh helpless under the first breath of trouble. The noise of a bell resounding through the house seemed to strike like a blow at his very heart. He sank into a chair, white and moaning, a heap of black, with his gray head fallen forward on his breast.




  “I cannot see them,” he moaned. “Great God, it will kill me!”




  “You must steel yourself, you will have to see them,” Victor answered, cruel only to be kind. “Come, father, it may not be so bad as you think, but for your own sake and mine try and go through the ordeal with dignity. I will go and interview them first.”




  Fearful almost to trust himself to say more, Victor hurried out, meeting a servant in the doorway. The visitors he found had been shown, after some hesitation, into the library, and in that room he found them.




  But if any last lingering hope remained, it was effectually dispelled by one glance at Abishai’s distorted face. The money-lender had lashed his hatred till it fairly stung him, and now the sight of his hereditary enemy standing there calm and unmoved, handsome and contemptuous, poured the last drop of oil on the fire of his long smouldering vengeance. Saul Abraham sat in a corner out of sight, dogged and silent; the other two rose, scraped their dingy forelocks, and sat down again, grinning sheepishly.




  “Your business here?” Victor demanded, shortly. He expected no quarter, and affected no politeness, knowing that he would gain little by courtesy.




  “My business is not with you,” Abishai returned, as curtly. “I asked to see Sir Percival Decie, and my determination is not to be trifled with. Fetch him.”




  “In good time, sir. Meanwhile, I must ask again, what brings you here?”




  Abishai leant his chin upon the handle of his crutch, and regarded the speaker with glowing, triumphant eyes. He felt so thoroughly master of the situation that he could afford to indulge in a little pleasantly.




  “My business is likely to detain me here for the present,” said he. “I have an execution here for 20,501 2s. 11d., amount owing to me under a bill of sale. If you are prepared to hand over the sum mentioned——”




  “And supposing I am prepared to pay you that amount forthwith——”




  Abishai’s jaw dropped; his face became a dull, leaden hue. For a moment he was frightened by his opponent’s calm resolution. “In that case,” he said, as if grudging his words, “in that case I shall be happy to hand you a receipt, and trouble you no further; also——”




  “Also to restore the title deeds of The Moat, a security you have made no effort to realize. But you will not be robbed of your revenge, Mr. Abraham.” Abishai’s face lightened again. “I call it revenge because I am convinced that you have some vindictive spirit to gratify. It is no mere matter of money, or you would have realised the ample security you hold. But I will not baulk you—the money will not be forthcoming.”




  Abishai heaved a deep sigh of relief, and a deep growl of satisfaction came from the silent figure of Saul Abraham, behind; even the faces of the other men showed signs of jubilation.




  “In that case,” said Abishai, “as time is valuable to me, I had better see Sir Percival at once, and make arrangements to leave these men here. I congratulate you, Mr. Decie, upon your business capabilities. Most people, on painful occasions like these, waste time on idle recriminations.”




  Victor looked contemptuously at the evil, smiling face, and resisted a strong temptation to strike the speaker. “You shall see Sir Percival,” he said; “and as for idle recriminations, one does not waste words on misshapen curs; the task is kept for them. But I am wasting your time. Be good enough to come this way.”




  At the sound of voices coming nearer, Sir Percival pulled himself together with a violent effort. They found him standing back to the fireplace, calm, cold, and stately, for they could not look into his heart and see the misery and despair that was raging there. In a few words Abishai told his business. Saul Abraham still lingered in the shadows.




  “This is a singular breach of faith,” Sir Percival commenced. “Really, I had not contemplated this. Sir, you have grossly deceived me!”




  Victor felt absolutely grateful for his father’s manly demeanour. He crept closer to his side, feeling instinctively that a decisive moment was at hand.




  “There is no question of deceit in business matters,” Abishai replied, doggedly. “The point is—can you pay the money?”




  “To be brief, sir, at this moment I cannot.”




  Then Abishai raised himself to his full height, his eyes blazing with the fervour of a precious triumph. He pointed with his crutch to the form of Saul Abraham, skulking behind the rest.




  “Victor Decie, that man there is what your father made him—a thief, a felon, and an outcast! Your father shall be what I choose to make him! For years I have waited for this moment. I shall not spare you now!”




  “He will not spare you now!” Saul Abraham burst out. “Oh, it is good to have a son to avenge his father’s wrong. Ay, Sir Percival, you made me what I am. Yes, you can remember; I see it in your eyes! And now I am here in The Moat, and here I stay!”




  “Peace!” cried Victor, rushing forward. “Peace, madman! Look here!”




  Sir Percival’s eyes had gradually closed, then suddenly he swayed backwards, and sank upon his knees, his limbs huddled together as if they had been devoid of life. Victor raised the unconscious form, and carried it tenderly in his arms to a sofa, Abishai looking on fearfully, as if afraid that the cream of his vengeance might be spilt.




  “Go on,” said Victor, fiercely—“go on, hound! He cannot hear you now!”




  “A fair vengeance,” Abishai, muttered; “a dispensation of providence. And all brought about by perseverance and honesty.”




  “Honesty? Who prates of the word here? Honesty? So the eagle says, when he swoops down upon the fold-yard; the fawning hypocrite, who robs the widow and fatherless to increase his own store. Honesty, and Abishai Abraham! Light and darkness good and evil, are things no more remote than that!”




  Like the sound of a silver bell, the notes rang through the room. Abishai started back, almost afraid, as if the bitter words had stung him like a thong, for Miriam advanced, a model of living, vivid scorn. On she came till she stood beside the couch; her long white hand fell in a gesture of infinite pity upon the stricken gray head, while with the other she pointed to the hunchback.




  “Listen to me,” she began again. “Listen while I tell you a plain tale, while I unmask this dastardly plot. You pretend this is a matter of business; you call it also a fair vengeance. Where is your fellow-conspirator, Philip Speedwell, that he may hear what I have to say? For months you have schemed to get Sir Percival Decie in your power; but the greed for gain has much to do with this. Cast your memory back, Abishai, to the night when you planned out this thing with Philip Speedwell; how he was to prevent Sir Percival from drawing further money from the bank, and so place him in a position where he would be bound to seek assistance elsewhere. And you were to help him. Then you were to get this place in your possession——”




  Gradually Abishai recovered himself as he listened. His quick mind readily understood how disastrous it would be if Miriam was allowed to make further disclosures, and, besides, he was ignorant as to how much she knew. With subtle instinct he fell back upon recrimination.




  “This is my sister, gentlemen,” he snarled, in a paroxysm of rage; “my virtuous sister, the champion of the oppressed. For this feminite spite we must make necessary allowances. Meanwhile, as you are in the way——”




  “Permit me to be the best judge of that,” Victor interrupted. “Besides, this conversation interests me. Miss Abraham, pray continue.”




  “Misshapen in mind; bent, crooked in body and soul,” said Miriam, with bitter scorn, “yet he is my brother. I would have tried to shield him, Heaven knows, but he himself has made that impossible. You ask me to reveal the rest of the plot; unfortunately, it is not in my power.”




  Abishai laughed aloud—a laugh of relief or exultation.




  “But this much I do know, that there is something my brother there and Speedwell know of which is valuable to them—something not known to its true owners. It may be minerals, it may be coal; but if I am wrong, I have thought it had something to do with minerals.”




  “And a really admirable guess, too,” said a dry, chuckling voice at this moment.




  As they turned round, Signor Sartori, cool and collected, was standing before them. He made the assembled company a grave bow, and, catching sight of Saul Abraham, he motioned him from the room with such a gesture as one throws to a dog.




  Mildly he requested that the other two should go likewise, a suggestion which fell in with Abishai’s desires. The Professor looked round the room with a smile ere he took up the thread of his previous argument.




  “And a really admirable guess, too;” he repeated. “It may be coal, as you say, madam; but it is something far more valuable, being nothing less than—copper.” The speaker’s pleasant manner changed; his eyes grew very stern as he turned to Abishai. “And you thought to get it, did you, you crook-backed scoundrel!”




  The murder was out now. But Abishai did not lack the physical or mental pluck to bear him through the trying situation.




  “The law is on my side,” said he, showing his yellow teeth in a snarl. “You must prove your words, prove your words. And if I did know there was copper there why should I tell every fool? I defy you all! Turn me out if you can!” A groan from Sir Percival distracted his attention for a moment. “All these things here belong to me; all these things I can sell, and will; and then, Sir Percival Decie, and you, my aristocrat, shall be turned out into the street to starve and rot!”




  The Professor smiled. It was just the kind of pantomime in which he delighted. And the others, as they looked into his calm, confident face, drew some comfort and consolation therefrom.




  “It is a very pretty programme,” said he. “That is, from your point of view. But later on I shall have something to say. Meanwhile, as your presence is rather objectionable, I will ask you to leave us for a while. Go!”




  Abishai would have returned the piercing gaze, but his eyes fell. He was conscious of some coming evil; uneasy, moreover, at the Professor’s calm air of superiority, the air of one who holds the winning card and knows it. With a sullen scowl he turned, and left the room.




  Sartori’s manner changed instantly. He walked towards the couch, and, leaning forward, whispered for a few moments in Sir Percival’s ear. Gradually, a faint smile broke over his features, followed by a curious agitation; till, at length, he sat up, professing himself better. By the time that Sartori turned to go he was almost himself again.




  It was half an hour later before the electro-biologist left the house. On the seashore he encountered Miriam, walking towards Westport listlessly. She was glad to be out in the bright sunshine with the fresh breeze blowing on her cheeks. Sartori, a lover of beauty in the abstract, stopped to walk by her side.




  “You are a well-wisher of our friends yonder,” he said, at length.




  “Yes, or I should not have been there this morning. You have been in Westport long enough to know the story of our lives. You do? Then, does it not seem strange to you that I should like to help the Decies?”




  “You can do them the greatest service. Pardon me if I allude to your own history for a moment, but can you find some excuse to go home for an hour? I am not at liberty to go into details now, but this Speedwell has a small safe in his room. This key will fit it. Could you, in the interest of justice and humanity, open that, and bring me all the parchment-covered books you find there? I would not ask you, but——”




  “Shall I be helping Sir Percival Decie by so doing?” Miriam asked, looking at the key which the other was holding out temptingly.




  “Nothing else, I assure you. Indeed, upon getting these books depends their salvation.”




  Miriam took the key.




  “Then I will do what you want, only I must have some good excuse for going home. If you can give me one——”




  “I can. You must ask to see your brother. Probably after the really splendid way you behaved this morning he will possibly refuse to see you, in which case you must send him a message. To a certain extent I am going to take you into my confidence. If your desirable relative refuses to see you, say that your business refers to Lock and Co. You will remember?”




  “Is it likely to get him into trouble?”




  “It is not calculated to increase his honourable reputation,” returned the Professor, cautiously. “Abishai is, I am afraid, but a shady character after all. But let me assure you that you will do him no harm, because——”




  The speaker paused abruptly, bit his lip, and swished viciously at the thistles with his cane. He felt that he had been on the verge of a dangerous confidence.




  “This does not admit of much delay,” he continued, “because at the expiration of seven days your brother can sell everything at The Moat. But I can rely upon your nerve, I know. Perhaps, for prudence’ sake, we had better part here. And remember Lock and Co. Good morning.”
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  For the fortnight which immediately preceded the events narrated in the last chapter, Signor Sartori had not been idle. He had been somewhat disconcerted by the rapidity of Abishai’s movements, and now hesitated to play the last card in his hand, for—to quote Bonaparte’s famous maxim—the pear was not yet ripe. Unknown to himself fate was fighting upon his side.




  The next morning Miriam had seen Hazael. It was too late now to find the money, and even if it could be found, there was no opportunity of replacing it. Speedwell was still nominally manager of the bank; but the provisional liquidator was in occupation. Miriam lingered with Hazael a few moments, administering what comfort she could, then, mindful of Sartori’s command, she hastened homeward.




  She walked through the shop into the back room with a firm step. Rebecca looked up from the eternal silver she was polishing with no semblance of surprise, or emotion, or even the faintest agitation.




  “I am not surprised to see you here,” she said, “after yesterday anything from you. And now you come here to taunt us.”




  “I came here to see Abishai,” Miriam answered. “Do you think I would come either with prayers or reproaches! Never! Do you think it is pleasant for me to show my face in the house from which I was turned out into the streets to starve? But enough of this. Where is Abishai?”




  A slow, lingering smile broke out on Rebecca’s face—the smile of one dwelling upon a pleasing recollection.




  “He is in his room, but he will not see you; no, never.”




  “You think not?” Miriam returned, grimly. “I do.”




  “He will not yet, anyway, for your friend, Victor Decie, is with him. Yes; he has come to beg for mercy. Ah! I would give something to be there and listen to his pleading words. But Abishai will not listen.”




  “No; Abishai will not listen,” Miriam answered, mechanically. “He will not listen. But you can gratify your curiosity, mother. Go and say to him that I must see him. Say that I am asking nothing for myself; and, if he refuses, then you shall tell him that what I wish to mention concerns him and the firm of Lock and Co. Will you go?”




  The natural womanly curiosity overcame the dread in which the mother stood of her elder son, and besides which she had a desire to hear what Victor Decie had to say. With unusual alacrity she put down the metal she was slowly burnishing, and took her way upstairs.




  When she returned there seemed to be in her manner an increased respect for Miriam. She motioned her to a chair; but the girl remained standing; she had come with no feelings of friendship or forgiveness.




  “Well?” she asked, little doubting the success of Rebecca’s mission—“well?”




  “He will see you,” said Rebecca, rubbing her thin hands together in an ecstacy of satisfaction. “Victor Decie is there, he will remain for perhaps an hour; my Abishai will not spare him. No, no; the hour has come,” she turned her keen, piercing eyes upon Miriam. “Who is Lock and Co.?”




  “That you will probably know in good time; meanwhile I will wait. I suppose I may be permitted to go up to my old room?”




  Rebecca answered not, still rubbing her hands together and smiling in a feline manner unpleasant to behold. Miriam, taking silence for consent, turned away and walked quietly upstairs. There was nothing to be heard, save the high-pitched voices from Abishai’s apartment; not a soul stirring till she came to the door of Speedwell’s room. She tried the latch, and it yielded to her hand. A moment later she had shut herself inside.




  All too soon had come the golden opportunity. She had the little key in her hand; the iron safe Sartori had mentioned lay in one corner by the wall. For a brief moment Miriam hesitated, then she steeled herself again. She knelt down, and, with fingers shaking a little turned the key in the lock, and raised the heavy lid as she looked in.




  First she turned out a confused mass of papers, then some oblong volumes bound in half-calf—account-books evidently—and so on till she had almost emptied the safe. Nearly at the bottom she came upon two parchment-covered bank books, marked ‘Lock ad Co.’; also a long, thin volume, bearing in gilt letters ‘L. and Co.’ Nothing more bearing the same imprint. Carefully she replaced the scattered papers one by one. Her heart was beating wildly now; but, at last, they were all safely stowed away, the strong box locked again. A moment later she was creeping downstairs; then, in a fit of sudden resolve, she crept through the shop out into the street.




  For she had determined to find Sartori without loss of time. As she walked along she found herself wondering in a vague way what connection the travelling professor could have with the exclusive family of Decie. But such speculations were cut short by meeting the object of her search near the Angel, where he was now staying. He took of his hat with a flourish, smiling gallantly as he did so, but at the sight of her grave face he checked the rising compliment, and assumed a business-like air.




  “And those,” he asked, pointing to the volumes—“those are the books?”




  “Yes,” said Miriam, quickly, with no shadow of triumph in her tones. “They are.”




  “Then allow me to congratulate you upon being one of the most remarkable women I have ever met. ‘Neminem sapientionen unto quam Socratem’—which remark is not so egotistical as it seems—but, really, your promptitude puts my poor efforts to the blush. You have done a most excellent morning’s work, Miss Abraham. If you will accompany me I will tell you a little more.”




  So saying, the Professor led the way through the hotel into his private room, for Westport had inclined favourably to his entertainment, and the tide of his prosperity was at flood. He motioned his visitor to a chair, and laid his hand upon the books which she had placed upon the table.




  “In the first place,” said he. “I am going to take you a little further into my confidence. Probably you have wondered why I display such an interest in the fortunes of the Decies. Well, I have more than one reason—the first being that I am fond of playing the amateur detective, and I have matched my wits against the two most cunning scoundrels in Christendom—the one being Philip Speedwell, the other, truth compels me to state, is your admirable brother, Abishai. Now, if I understand aright, there is a long-standing and bitter feud between your family and my—I mean the Decies; a feeling I am pleased to see you do not share. Probably you think this unfortunate affair over at The Moat is dictated by vengeance alone.”




  “Not quite,” Miriam smiled. “There is some object to gain besides.”




  “Perfectly right, my dear young lady, and that object, in a single word, is copper. The waste lands round the Old Meadows, which form part of The Moat estate, contain some of the richest copper veins in the kingdom; so the astute Abishai, and the equally astute Speedwell, put their heads together, and up to now, from their point of view, the result is eminently satisfactory.”




  “But I do not altogether understand yet how they will benefit.”




  “Time, my dear young lady, will elucidate the mystery,” the Professor interrupted, indicating that space by a wave of his hand. “But if Sir Percival cannot find the money, your brother will foreclose, and thus gratify his lust for vengeance, and make himself a millionaire at the same time.”




  “But surely, if this copper vein is so valuable, it would be easy enough to find some honest capitalist who would pay off the encumbrance? If you were to go to Mr. Lockwood——”




  “Really, you are a remarkable young lady,” quoth the Professor, admiringly. “But at the present moment Lockwood is powerless; all his available capital was deposited in Armstrong’s Bank to meet a cheque for payment of a large property; besides which, any outside interference would upset my delicately-laid schemes. But we have gone off at a tangent. I was about to tell you why I am so deeply interested in the fortunes of the Decies. You, of course, know the history of that direful quarrel, and the unworthy cause thereof? Equally, of course, you know of Captain Decie, who, by the way, was a shocking bad lot. Well, to resume. In the first place, this Captain Decie is alive.”




  “Indeed!” said Miriam, interestedly. “And do you know him?”




  “Intimately; I may say he is the best friend I have. Now I am going to surprise you; but you must keep the secret. I am Captain Decie.”




  Miriam’s astonishment left her no room for words.




  The quondam Professor resumed, ere she had sufficiently recovered to speak, “Yes, I am the erring prodigal, as your father could tell you if he liked; he was the only one who recognised me, but I am not afraid of his betraying me. As to the rest of my plan it must develop itself. You must leave these little volumes with me, and in good time you shall know all. But Philip Speedwell and Abishai Abrahams, you may rest assured, will never draw one single farthing from the Old Meadow Copper Mines.”




  All Trevor Decie’s light airy badinage had fallen away, leaving his face and mien stern and uncompromising. He felt no mercy now for the scoundrels’ fate, whom his own skill had placed in his power, and Miriam, looking up, noted the change which had come upon him. For the first time she wondered and feared, with a rush of sisterly feeling, whether she had placed Abishai in danger.




  “And my brother—Abishai,” Miriam broke the silence—“will he be safe?”




  “I hope so,” Decie returned, through his set teeth; “safe in gaol. And now you had better go back to him. Invent some pretext for speaking to him. I would not for the mines of Golconda that he took alarm.”




  Miriam’s thoughts were painful and confused as she turned her feet homeward.




  What had she done in her zeal for the Decies? Deciding rapidly, as she always did, she determined to warn Abishai ere it was too late. Just then her thoughts were interrupted by the vision of Victor Decie coming rapidly down the street. His face was pale. His eyes glared, but with no gleam of recognition there. Impulsively Miriam laid her hand upon his arm. He passed by, as if conscious of nothing save some unseen horrid spectre, hidden to all eyes but his own.




  Rebecca was still polishing her silver with a patience which never seemed to tire. To Miriam’s question if Abishai was still in his room she nodded grimly.




  “Yes, and young Decie has gone. But not until after a violent quarrel. I crept up the stairs and listened. Abishai never spared him—my noble boy! Presently I shall see him, and he will tell me all. But I dare not disturb him now. But you should have seen the young man’s face as he went out. It was like death—like despair.”




  Miriam lingered to hear no more. The despair, if her late confidant’s face was any index, threatened to be by no means on one side only. Abishai must be warned at once. She walked slowly up the stairs, and knocked at the closed door. No answer came, and she walked in.




  Abishai was leaning over his table; there was money lying there, and parchments of various kinds. Miriam touched him on the shoulder, but he heeded not; she spoke to him, but he did not reply, his attitude one of perfect stillness. His head had fallen on one side.




  “Abishai, I wish to speak to you?”




  Still no answer, the words sounding strangely in the stillness. A bright sunray fell through the uncurtained window, lighting up a red stain upon the table, upon the still man’s pallid face. There was a rent high upon his breast, through which a thin stream of blood oozed clammily. Abishai had been murdered in the hour of triumph, foully slain, and Victor Decie, driven to madness, had done this direful thing!
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  Hideous in life, how much more hideous in death? There was a smile upon the scarce-cold features, bitter and contemptuous, the last relict of a lost soul. He must have been stricken with awful swiftness, for there was no sign of a struggle even—nothing save the gaping rent and the red stream upon the bare floor to show the trace of crime. For a moment Miriam stood horror-stricken, regarding the fearful thing in fascinated awe. Then shriek after shriek burst from her lips.




  Rebecca downstairs, polishing the silver and gloating over the coming downfall of the Decies, heard her and wondered. The sounds came again; and fearful of something, she hurried upstairs. She found Miriam standing like a chill white statue, pointing silently to the still form seated at the table.




  “Abishai,” she cried—“Abishai, my son, what is this?”




  But no answer came.




  Rebecca knelt down and took one cold hand in her own. Its coldness chilled her; thrilled it as if he had been burning. Her fingers wandering upwards, became wet with the thick blood, and as she looked at them, she seemed to know what had happened. The gash over the heart caught her eye, then the dead white face. For a moment she knelt, looking up imploringly, as if the intensity of her pleading could call back the lost soul to the stiffening clay. In her eyes were no tears, on her features no trace of sadness or lamentation; but all the worst passions of nature crystallized into determination and resolve.




  “Another life,” she said, rising to her feet—“another life taken by them. First a husband’s disgrace, and now a son’s existence. If I had only known—if I had only known when they were quarrelling. If I had only known!”




  Each reproach came fainter than the last, but more intensified and slowly.




  Miriam had remained, still hearing nothing, and now the words seemed to float round the room till they reached her understanding, and fitted themselves together like the pieces of a puzzle.




  She realized now how dangerous was the position in which Victor Decie stood. What he owed to the dead man; how they had parted with bitter words and recrimination; and, lastly, the memory of his face as it came back to her. All was remembered now.




  “It is idle standing there,” said she, in a strangely-calm voice; “we must do something. Rouse yourself, mother! Scream or cry! Do anything but look like that!”




  Slowly Rebecca aroused herself. A panther-like look had come over her face, but she neither screamed or wept. As yet she had not realized it.




  “Yes, we must do something—we must find the murderer. Ah! we shall not have far to look, Miriam. Will you take his part now?”




  “I shall not be one to shield the man who did that thing, you might know that. Come! let us get away—the sight sickens me. Mother, why do you look like that? Surely you don’t suspect——”




  “I suspect nothing; I am certain. Victor Decie struck the blow that killed my boy, sure as I am his mother. Did I not hear the quarrel?—did I not see the murderer’s face as he went away? Fool that I was to call it despair, when, after all, it was murder. Call in the neighbours,” Rebecca cried, with rising passion—“call them in, and show them the cowardly deed he has done! Show them a gentleman’s vengeance. My poor, dead boy!”




  She threw herself upon the corpse, in an ecstacy of grief, holding it tenderly withal. Miriam dashed down the stairs and out into the street; opposite a policeman on duty was passing, and, in answer to her call, he stopped. Before her wildness and the majesty of her beauty his officialism melted away. He so far forgot himself as to smile.




  “Nothing serious, I hope,” he said, in answer to her summons.




  Like most of her people in the district he knew her, and her story.




  “More than serious. Murder has been done in our house; done in the open daylight. Come with me at once.”




  All the officer’s gaiety of manner vanished. He turned across the road swiftly, and, following his guide, passed into the house and up the stairs. With the stolidity of his class he made a swift ocular examination of the body, then asked if anything had been disturbed.




  “I must trouble you to leave this room,” he said, with a satisfied nod at Miriam’s negative answer, “and you must allow me to put the key in my pocket. This is a serious case; the inspector must know of it at once. And if I can do anything for you, miss——”




  “Indeed, you can,” Miriam exclaimed, gratefully. “If you will walk, or send down to Armstrong’s bank, and ask Mr. Speedwell and my brother to come up at once, I shall be thankful.”




  The officer bowed and retired, walking along the street without his official and customary dignity. It seemed ages to Miriam waiting there before the wished-for arrivals came. The silence was oppressive; Miriam standing in the doorway, her ear strained to catch the slightest sign; Rebecca thrown back in her chair, muttering scraps of broken curses and lamentation from time to time. Presently Speedwell and Hazael came in. The reaction was more than the girl could bear. She threw herself into Hazael’s arms, and sobbed with heartbreaking violence.




  “We know nothing,” said Hazael, when the first storm of grief had worn away. “We were told we were urgently required at home. What is it?”




  “Abishai is dead,” Miriam answered, simply. Speedwell started violently.




  “Great heavens,” he exclaimed, “dead!”




  “Dead! say murdered! Ay! you may stare, all of you; murdered—I say—murdered! murdered!” Rebecca cried, till the words rang in the roof. “In his own house, in his own room, in open daylight. And I let the assassin escape; I let him go by me out into the street, when I might have held him till the police came and took him away safely.”




  Hazael and Speedwell looked to Miriam for explanations.




  “Mr. Victor Decie has been here this morning. He and Abishai had a violent quarrel, which mother partly overheard. Then I came here directly he was gone, and went upstairs to see Abishai, and found——”




  She stopped, covering her face with trembling fingers, unable to say more.




  “And you found him dead,” said Speedwell, impatiently. “Try and control yourself.”




  “Yes, I found him dead, killed by a knife thrust in the heart. I cannot tell you any more. What do you think of it?”




  “Have you seen Decie since?” Speedwell asked




  “Yes; singularly enough I met him. He—he seemed disturbed—so disturbed, that he did not know me.”




  “He has been with us since then. I noticed his appearance; indeed, I asked him if he was ill. But he only passed his hand across his forehead and answered something. If he had not been a Decie,” Speedwell concluded, with a thin sneer, “I should have suspected him of intoxication. Miriam, this is important; even aristocrats sometimes indulge in vulgar crime——”




  The conclusion of this sentence was lost to history by the arrival of the police inspector, who entered unceremoniously at that moment. His conversation was brief to taciturnity, nipping all Speedwell’s loquacious suggestion in the bud. What he wanted, he said, was to see the body and make an examination of the room. In this he was accompanied by both Hazael and Speedwell. Miriam could hear the sound of heavy footsteps tramping across the bare floor, and even catch the subdued hum of conversation going on between the trio. Two policemen loitered on the doorstep, attended by a small crowd of the curious in such matters, whom the sight of the blue coats and helmets had gathered there. In the midst of the confusion a customer walked into the shop, and stood impatiently tapping his umbrella upon the floor for some time before he attracted Miriam’s attention. To her surprise she found it to be Captain Decie, better known as Professor Sartori.




  He recognised her with a nod and a meaning smile.




  “I knew you were here,” he said. “I have been waiting for you nearly an hour, so I became impatient, and here I am. By the presence of these guardians of the law there must be something wrong. Perhaps the estimable Abishai——”




  “You should not have come here,” Miriam whispered, hurriedly. “Have you not heard? Abishai is dead.”




  “Dead?” exclaimed the Professor. “You don’t say so! How disappointing!”




  “Oh, hush—hush! You don’t know what you are saying! It is worse than death; it is murder! I will try and see you presently, if you wish to see me.”




  And Miriam explained briefly and rapidly the startling events of the morning.




  For once in his life the listener was seriously disconcerted. There was a troubled look on his face as he heard what was said, especially as regarded the visit of his nephew to the murdered man, and confessed to himself that appearances were greatly against him.




  “Can you see me presently,” he asked, at length, “if only for half an hour? Your people are pretty certain to apply for a warrant against Victor—that is, if they are allowed to do so pending the inquest. And Victor is away——”




  “Away at this moment? Why, his presence in Westport is absolutely necessary for the sake of his reputation. Telegraph at once.”




  “Unfortunately, it is too late. By this time he is not in the country even. He won’t be able to get back here under four days at the least; and this to happen just now, when everything——”




  “That will do,” Miriam interrupted, hurriedly; “they are coming downstairs now. I will meet you in an hour at the corner of the street. Go.”




  The inspector’s face was very stem, and his questions more brief than ever. In a few words he elucidated from Rebecca all she had seen that morning. With a short “Good morning!” he was gone, leaving his officers behind. For a time there was an ominous silence. Hazael’s face was strangely troubled. Speedwell wore a look of triumph he tried in vain to hide.




  “What did he think, Hazael?” Miriam asked, with hesitation.




  “There is no occasion to think,” Speedwell interrupted; “the thing is clear as daylight. Decie came here to ask for time, or favour of some kind, and Abishai refused. Then they quarrelled, and Decie struck the fatal blow. In my mind there is no cause for doubt.”




  But Hazael answered not, still wearing that strangely troubled look. As Miriam turned her eyes reproachfully upon him, he strove to throw the feeling aside. Presently he spoke in a strange, hard voice.




  “I would not like to go so far as that. It is an awful accusation to make against a fellow-creature upon such slight evidence. Circumstantial evidence, perfect as it looks, is liable to break down, and, for aught we know, the real criminal may be in the house now.”




  Hazael had spoken those words with visible effort, scarce knowing what he had been saying. Miriam’s quick eye had noticed his perturbation, but Speedwell had turned away to hide a certain pleased look he would fain have kept from Miriam’s contemplation.




  “I agree with Hazael,” Miriam observed. “I cannot believe Victor Decie capable of such a crime. He could not do it!”




  “He has an ardent supporter,” said Speedwell, with his thin sneer. “I might have remembered the liking, to put it mildly, you have for him. Meanwhile, till something more probable turns up, I prefer to hold to my original opinion.”




  So saying the speaker lounged out, and turned his steps in the direction of the bank. The tragedy, save so far as it affected certain cut and dried schemes of his, troubled him not a whit. Miriam looked after the retreating form with flashing eyes. To her the taunt at such a time was peculiarly coarse and cruel. Hazael had wandered listlessly into the shop, and thither Miriam followed him—she scare knew why, save the natural desire for company at such a moment.




  “Hazael,” she exclaimed, suddenly, “do you hear a noise overhead?”




  Hazael started. Of late it had taken little to startle his overstrung nerves. Now he listened, plainly hearing something like a stealthy footstep. He was almost afraid to trust his voice, yet managed to answer lightly that he heard nothing. Miriam turned from him, and assumed a listening attitude. It came again, so clearly and distinct that Hazael, in spite of his assumed indifference, could no longer feign deafness.




  “Perhaps it is mother walking overhead,” he ventured.




  For answer, Miriam pointed to the crouching figure seen in the half-light of the little sitting-room. Her face was white, but not whiter, nothing like so agitated, as the features of her companion.




  “I must know what it is. Stay while I go and see.”




  Hazael sprang forward, and held her back.




  “You shall not go!” he whispered, hoarsely. “You must not go! There might be danger for you! No, no; better stay where you are; and it—it may be fancy!”




  He was regarding her in an agony of fear. Great beads of perspiration ran down his face. His hands, laid upon her shoulders, trembled. As they stood there, his painful intensity of feeling seemed to be conveyed in some strange magnetic way to Miriam, for a huge fear was gathered at her heart.




  “Hazael, what ails you? What do you know, that you are concealing from me? Surely you do not know who did this thing?” Suddenly she remembered the money scattered about the dead man’s table. “Perhaps in a moment of temptation. Hazael, what do you know?”




  “That Victor Decie is innocent. Is not that enough?”




  “It is not enough. You know more—you know who the culprit is!”




  “Heaven help me!” Hazael groaned. “I am afraid I do!”




  Miriam paused in astonishment, unable to reply. The stealthy footstep came again, seeming so loud in the strained stillness that the girl found herself wondering that the quiet figure half turned in the gloom yonder, could not hear. Her curiosity and her high courage were aroused. Now was the time to discover the mystery, if mystery there was. Hazael, as the sounds smote upon his ear again, had fallen, half fainting, against a chair. Without, another word, Miriam turned from him, and walking with steps as stealthily as those overhead, quickly crept up the stairs.




  For a full quarter of an hour she was gone. Hazael began to breathe more freely. The leaden hue died out of his face, and a little colour crept in. He felt a wild, exhilarating feeling of relief, a feeling all too short-lived, for Miriam was with him again, her eyes lighted up with wild excitement.




  “Come with me,” she whispered. “Now I understand why you were afraid. But you had no cause to fear. Come! you were wrong—doubly wrong and wicked to doubt. Come! I must have a witness.”




  And with a new courage, born of hope, he went.




  The quondam Professor, waiting anxiously at the corner of the street, marvelled to see the brilliant bloom on Miriam’s cheeks as she came, with swift feet, towards him. There was a lightness in her step, a wealth of hope in her glorious eyes, which was surely the harbinger of great good fortune. Hazael lagged behind, like a man who has suddenly awaked from an evil dream, to find that life was bright before him yet.




  “You have something to tell me,” said the Professor, blandly. “By your appearance you have discovered something. Wonderful young lady!”




  “Yes, I have discovered something,” Miriam exclaimed, laughing and crying in a breath; “and I have a witness here—my brother.” She indicated the still dreaming Hazael. “He will bear me out. And Victor is innocent.”




  “And you love him,” murmured Decie, under his breath. “You want me to tell you where my—ahem!—young Sir Galahad has gone. Really, you have no idea how awkward it is. Come a little aside with me. Well, Victor has gone to Hull, en route for Rotterdam, on business which intimately concerns Messrs. Lock and Co. He will be away a week.”




  “And by that time will be denounced as my brother’s assassin. There is no time to lose; you must fetch him back at once.”




  “Impossible!” exclaimed the Professor, in dismay. “My presence here is absolutely necessary. I am expecting a detective here every hour. A day’s absence will ruin not only my plans, but Sir Percival’s too.”




  Miriam hesitated for a moment, with a great holiness of purpose shining in her eyes. “Very well,” she said, “you must stay. Give me your nephew’s address in Rotterdam. No words, sir, for expostulations will be useless. What I can prove remains to be seen; but I shall cross to Rotterdam myself to-night. I may even be able to catch him before he leaves.”




  “And the inquest,” said Hazael, “fixed for tomorrow. Are you mad?”




  XIX - INTO THAT SILENT SEA
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  Wild as was Miriam’s resolve, once determined, no power could shake her resolution. By the merest accident she had fallen upon an important clue, intangible as yet; but the thought of clearing Victor’s name—the bare idea of being the first, not only to warn him of his peril, but also to give him hope and courage—was dangerously sweet. And, moreover, Trevor Decie, turning matters over in his mind, concluded that there was no reason why this thing should not be done. Sir Percival was far too prostrated to leave home at present, and the quondam Professor, in his character of chief conspirator, felt that his presence was absolutely necessary in Westport. Now that Abishai had met this violent end, he feared Speedwell’s disappearance. It was no time, therefore, to study appearances.




  As Miriam speeded away towards Hull, she gradually noticed a change in the weather. For some days it had been calm and still; now the sky was piled up with angry clouds; an ominous wind swept through the forest trees. The storm passed away inland, leaving the sky leaden and the landscape swept by the rushing wind. As the cornlands sloped away to long marshes and sand reaches there was occasionally a glimpse of dark, tossing water, touched here and there by hissing crests of foam.




  Even in the busy docks, sheltered by solid masonry from the storm-lashed waves, the shipping rose and fell gently, as if actuated by a hidden sympathy. It had grown quite dark by this time; the long stretch of quays lighted here and there with lanterns, and ship’s lights flickering in the wind, The steam was streaming in a broken wreath from the funnels of a boat lying a little away from the rest; there was a little knot of muffled passengers standing in the lane of light waiting for the last moment, and gazing anxiously heavenward for the promise of the night. This was the Rotterdam packet, waiting now for the mails.




  Miriam had taken her ticket, and gone aboard. She felt strangely lonely in the crowd, for it was summer time, and many were crossing besides those compelled by business or duty. More than one eye was cast admiringly at that tall, queenly figure against the rail, watching the reflection of the lights below, and listening to the angry rush of waters outside.




  A tremor ran through the little vessel from stem to stern, as she swung slowly round. There was a faint throb, a churning of waters, a passing glimpse of feathery foam, shining red in the lessening lantern lights; a gradual upheaving of the deck, and they were away. It seemed as if everything on the shore was reeling to and fro in the throes of an earthquake, till gradually the lights died away and everything was swallowed up in a waste of angry waters.




  Through the dark night the wind shrieked and whistled in the cordage, the decks were wet with spray, and when morning dawned slowly, as if unwilling to wake upon such a scene, there was still the monotonous sweep of leaden waves, white crested under the wild morning sky. It seemed ages till in the hazy distance a long low line broke the horizon, and gradually began to take shape, till at last a gleam of transient sunshine shot out of the dark heavens, and Miriam saw that her weary journey was at an end.




  It seemed all strange and wild to her, faint as she was with hunger and want of sleep. The startling events of the previous day, the recollection of Abishai as she had found him, and now the strange, quaint town, all so new and novel, gave her a queer, dreamy feeling of mocking unreality. She found at length, by inquiry of the fellow passengers, the hotel she was in search of, where she discovered Victor Decie had a private room. When she arrived he was not in, but she made them understand what she wanted. The queer up and down motion of the boat made her dizzy still; the chair she had thrown herself into was comfortable. Gradually remembrance fell away from her and she slept.




  When she awoke again it was with a pleasant feeling of renewed strength and vigor. Scarcely had she time to realize her position, when the door opened and Victor Decie came in. For a moment he rubbed his eyes in astonishment; then came towards her with outstretched hand.




  “Miss Abraham! Can I believe my eyes? I have only been a few hours here, and already the sight of a familiar face is positively refreshing.”




  Evidently he knew nothing. The strained wildness Miriam had noted on his face when last they had met was gone, there was a ring of hope, almost of exultation, in his voice. As Miriam clasped his hand, a thrill seemed to run through her frame, and the blood mounted to her face. She had come on his business and he was glad to see her. That in itself was recompense enough for all she had done.




  “Then you have heard nothing?”




  “I have heard a great deal,” Victor replied, brightly. “I have already found out sufficient to convict Speedwell, and——But I forget. You can know nothing of this.”




  “And my brother, you would say. No harm can come to him now. He is dead.”




  “Dead! Why, only yesterday morning I was with him.”




  There was no trace of guilt or hesitation on his face; nothing but blank amazement.




  “And that is why I am here,” Miriam continued. “Yesterday morning you were with him. You came, I apprehend, to ask for some little grace?”




  “I confess I was sanguine enough—call it foolish, if you like—to hope for some little quarter; but I was mistaken. I had not reckoned what a passion this money-making becomes. And we had a violent quarrel.”




  He paused abruptly, for there was something in Miriam’s face which frightened him. She saw the look reflected there, and rising, laid her hand upon his arm. All the passion of her nature began to run like quicksilver through her veins.




  “You had a violent quarrel,” she said, stifling her feelings ruthlessly. “You even went so far as to threaten him. Yes; that was heard. I met you looking like a madman just afterwards, with something written in your face which frightened me. Straight from seeing you I went to Abishai, only to find him—dead.”




  “And you think that our quarrel had something to do with this?”




  “I think so? Never! But others do. You do not understand. My brother did not die a natural death; he was murdered. And you had been heard to quarrel with him, and others saw your agitation besides me; and you have left Westport suddenly, and I have come to save you.”




  “I am accused of this monstrous crime?” Victor cried, aghast. “Preposterous! absurd! They must be mad to say such a thing. So you have come over to warn me. Really I do not know how to thank you. Perhaps you will suggest some course, some disguise, by which I may be safe from detection.”




  Miriam winced under the mocking irony of his words, as if he had struck her a sudden blow. The rose pink crept into her face again; her eyes filled with tears.




  “Do not speak to me like that,” she said, humbly. “I cannot bear them from you. I—I did it for the best, out of love for you. Yes; you may be surprised, but if I had not loved you, I should not be here now.”




  The carefully-guarded secret was out after all these years. It was Victor’s turn to colour now like a love-sick girl. Yet he was touched by this abnegation of self, and the feeling which had prompted such a sacrifice. With all his high sense of honour, he was but a man, and the girl standing opposite to him was perilously beautiful in her sweet confusion.




  “Forgive me,” he said, more gently. “I might have known that you were acting for the best; but you surprised me, you horrified me by your declaration. Believe me, I am grateful—the more now that I comprehend the danger in which I stand. What am I to do?”




  The graveness of these words recalled Miriam to her sense of duty. For a brief moment she had been carried away by passion. Now she was a very woman again.




  “There is but one thing to do, and that is, to return home at once. Indeed, any delay may be dangerous. Ah! they little know who the culprit is.”




  “Do you know,” Victor demanded, swiftly. “Do you know.”




  “I think so—I fear so. Westport will have a dish of horrors to gloat over. But, Mr. Decie, cannot you see the necessity of getting home at once?”




  Victor was silent. Up to the present his business in Rotterdam had been progressing marvellously well. And now, in the eleventh hour, his triumph threatened to be snatched away from him. He hesitated, half convinced, and listening in a vague way to the hiss of the rain pouring against the small, thick window panes, and the wind roaring in the chimneys.




  “Miss Abrahams,”—he broke the silence at length—“do you know why I came here?




  “Partly, yes. Your—I should say, the Professor, has enlightened me to a certain extent. Indeed, I may say I have been an instrument in his hands.”




  “I came here so that I might be prepared to unmask a couple of scoundrels. In one case the decree of Providence has taken justice out of my hands; in the other case, there is yet time. I am not doing this from any sordid or revengeful motives, but simply for my father’s sake—ay, and for the sake of hundreds of sufferers besides. I am on the horns of a dilemma. If I go home now I shall clear my character at the expense of my patrimony. Cannot this remain for another day?”




  “Surely you know your own business best,” Miriam answered, wearily. “I do not see that a day is, after all, imperative. Complete your indictment, and we will go home together; and I will complete mine.”




  It was a strange night and day that followed. Miriam wandered about the quaint old town heedless of the driving rain and storm which swept inland from the sea with a mighty blast and roar, as if it would tear down the work of man’s hands. Victor was away transacting his business, and when Miriam chanced to see him he was moody and preoccupied, eager to complete his task, and still more eager to get home again.




  Late the following evening he burst in, wild and excited. At last he had done. As he came in another great gust of wind drove against the windows, lashing the swirling rain against them in sheets and volleys, with a rattle like the roar of artillery.




  “I have finished!” he exclaimed. “We can return to-night.”




  Miriam looked out at the angry, broken sky, fast darkening in the coming night—a wild, tempestuous night, with the demons of discord riding on the storm.




  “We shall have a dangerous passage,” she said.




  “Not so dangerous; the look of things is deceptive,” he replied. “I would not miss returning to-night though it were twice as rough and stormy. We must have no more delay how. See what I have here.”




  Victor produced a pocket-book with steel clasps, strongly bound in oiled silk. He laid it upon the table with a proud air of triumph.




  “Do you know what that contains?” he continued. “But of course you don’t. In there I have proof clear as day of more than one man’s perfidy. You have spoken of Lock and Co. Do you know the firm actually consisted of your brother and Philip Speedwell? But you will hear everything in time. And now do you feel bold enough to cross to-night, or will you prefer to wait?”




  “I will go with you,” said Miriam, “I am not afraid.”




  She spoke truly, she had never known what it was to fear. Moreover, the thought of the lonely hours she was to spend with Victor Decie was inexpressibly sweet. What mattered then a little discomfort, or, for the matter of that, danger either. Victor looked at her admiringly.




  “Few who were not forced to go would care to cross to-night. Come, we have not time to waste; it is almost dark now. Listen to that.”




  The hurricane struck the house again, making it rock and tremble to the very foundations, while the rain dashed against the windows in blinding sheets, like finely broken spray.




  On the quay the force of the gale was so great as to render conversation impossible. Save for the sailors of the outgoing packets, clad in their oilskins, and looking skyward with grave, earnest faces, no sign of human life was visible. Overheard the clouds rolled like an inky pall driven before the hurricane. The captain stood calmly watching the final preparation; on his bronzed, weather-beaten face came a look of transient surprise as he noticed the presence of his passengers.




  “You are a bold man, sir,” he said, with a touch of the gale in his voice. “Few folks would care to face the sea we shall have to-night.”




  Victor nodded, and smiled in reply, unable to make himself heard in the voluminous roar. Suddenly there came a lull in the storm, though it still seemed to thrill and rumble in their ears. So it continued for a time, till they had pushed out to sea, and the blurred misty light had faded behind them.




  “I would rather remain on deck, if we may,” Miriam answered, in reply to a question from Victor. “I should feel suffocated down below.”




  The sea still ran high, and rushed occasionally in an impetuous wave over the decks. Victor had wrapped himself and his companion in a waterproof-lined cloak, under which they talked and whispered through the night. Gradually the wind spurted again, coming stronger in long, fitful gusts. Every timber in the brave little vessel creaked and groaned against the onslaught of the pitiless sea. Higher and higher it came as they lay to, with engines going at half speed, for now there was no disguising it longer; they were fighting for life, and every soul on board knew it.




  “You are not frightened?” Victor asked.




  “No, I am not frightened,” Miriam answered.




  She felt a strange, blissful security in the nearness of his presence. His one arm was thrown round her, as they were drawn together by the common danger which levels all distinctions of race or class. For a time they were silent, till a faint, feeble thrill, followed by a jerky pause, startled them. The boat heeled over for a moment and broached to. The screw shaft had broken.




  If there had been hope before, they knew there was none now. The heavy seas which had hitherto struck them upon the bows now began to pitch heavily from the stern. With much difficulty Victor contrived to lash himself and his companion to an iron stanchion. Scarcely had he done this, when the captain reeled by, and stopped to cheer them for a moment.




  “You are all right?” he asked, leaning forward. “Yes, we are in great danger. No reason to disguise it now. The engine shaft has broken. We are in man’s hands no longer. God bless you, sir.”




  There was something in the seaman’s eyes besides salt water. A moment later and he was gone. A great wave struck the ship, washing her from stem to stern. Above all the wild, maddening roar a piercing cry went up. What it was they could only shudder and conjecture.




  A wild, passionate protest warred in Victor’s heart. It seemed hard, so hard, to die thus in the moment of victory. His petulant anger died away, and an infinite pity and tenderness for the girl by his side succeeded.




  “How can you forgive me?” he cried, laying his lips upon her ear. “Miriam, how can you forgive me for bringing you to this?”




  At the sound of her name Miriam raised her arms and wound them round his neck. They were together now. She had him to herself, and nothing but death could part them. In a sudden impulse she kissed him, for there could be no shame in her love now—kissed him, not despairingly, but with a wild exultation and a fierce delight strangely unnatural.




  “There is nothing to forgive,” said she. “Am I not repaid, ay, twenty-fold? It is no self-abnegation which impelled me to do this thing. I did it because I love you. Why should I not say so?—why should I be ashamed of that? Kiss me! kiss me! if only once, Victor; then I can die happy.”




  She was cold, wet, drenched to the skin; her face lashed by the stinging spray and foam, yet there was a warmth at her heart, a glow upon her lips which defied the pitiless storm. She felt a pride in her confession—a pride no sense of shame could take away. For answer Victor bent and kissed her lips, long and tenderly. The wind roared and raged, but she heard it not.




  Morn had commenced to break in the eastern sky, throwing up long shafts of angry crimson, glowing on the broken masts and streaming cordage. As the doomed ship plunged and rolled, rising upon the crests, they could see a faint blue outline far ahead, though too near, as they drifted onward. Gradually the light grew stronger with the rising day; the distant coastline became more strongly marked, till at length the watchers could make out wooded hills, with a long white house, with lawns sweeping from the shore, where, early as it was, a group of men were watching the doomed barque.




  “Surely I cannot be mistaken,” Victor cried. “It must be, it is The Moat. The irony of fate! To be drowned in sight of one’s own home.”




  Scarcely had the words left his mouth when the keel grated, and, throwing up her bows in one mad, despairing plunge, the vessel flung herself forward upon the rocks. Slowly she heeled over, leaving the portion of the deck upon which Miriam and Victor were fastened high out of the water. A great wave washed the whole length, and when its force was spent, they were alone.




  “Ten minutes, five minutes more—and then——” Victor covered his face with his hands. “Oh, it is hard, it is very hard, to die now!”




  The tide was falling, though the sea still made a clean breach over the barque. Presently a rocket, pallid in the increasing light, passed over them, but the line fell wide. Another tremendous sea struck them; another such and she must part. Miriam had dexterously unbound the cord which fettered them, and tried to rise to her feet. Another rocket, better aimed than the last, fell within reach. As swiftly as his cramped fingers allowed Victor hauled in the line, and fixed the rope to the iron stanchion. Another wave; another like that and it would be too late. Already the line had tightened, making a pathway of safety to the shore.




  “Go,” Victor commanded, pointing to the life buoy. “Go, and perchance there may be yet time for me.”




  “No, there will be no time, you know that. I shall stay here; your life is more valuable than mine. Victor, listen to me,” for he had turned away impatiently; “I have done much for you.”




  “Heaven knows you have. Forgive me, but——”




  “Then once more kiss me, and remember that I——”




  She threw her arms around his neck, and held his face down to hers. Then fiercely she thrust him away, and rising, pushed the cloak aside. There was a white flash as her hands went up, a pleading smile on her lips; then straight as an arrow she cast herself into the raging hell of waters.




  The life buoy came within reach. Victor clutched it wildly, dazed and stunned, but with a desire for life strong within him. Half way to the shore something snapped, and he was battling with the waves. But gradually strong hands dragged him onwards out of the seething cauldron, above the reach of the hungry waters, and he was saved.




  XX - CONFIRMATION STRONG
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  They had removed the unfortunate hunchback in the meantime for the convenience of the inquest, and then, after solemn deliberation, they had returned a verdict of ‘Wilful murder’ against Victor Decie. On the day following the tragedy there had been a preliminary inquiry, almost immediately adjourned, pending the presence of two most important witnesses—Victor Decie and Miriam. Probably the police had been properly assured that no attempt on the former’s part had been contemplated, for there was an air of mystery about their movements which puzzled the quidnuncs and Philip Speedwell not a little. Hazael had said nothing. He had waited for Miriam’s return, and now all Westport knew that she was beyond the reach of earthly cross-examination.




  Victor was little the worse next day for his adventure. The sea had gone down to its shining summer beauty, but it had not given up its dead. He wandered the next morning along the sands, but ever and anon there came into his eyes a mistiness suspiciously like tears, as he realized the greatness of the girl’s sacrifice. He had been advised not to go into Westport. He also knew that his movements were watched. And so the hours slowly passed till the day came for his examination before the Magistrates.




  The room was not a small one, but it was packed from end to end by a dense crowd of eager spectators moved by that morbid curiosity which seems to be so characteristic of the uneducated Briton. Victor had found his way to the top of the room, where he sat by his counsel till the time to take his place in the dock, in company with the Professor and Philip Speedwell; the latter restless and anxious, the former cool and collected. The cashier would have spoken with Victor, but he turned away professing not to see the other’s proffered hand. Rebecca and Saul Abraham were present; the woman with a merciless glitter in her eyes, and a light of expectation in her deep-lined face; Hazael pale as death, but withal calm and collected.




  Presently the Chairman took his seat and the solicitor for the police opened the proceedings with a few remarks bearing upon the case. He alluded to the surprising nature of the crime, and regretted the absence of an important witness, paying at the same time a warm tribute to Miriam’s bravery and courage.




  For a time the proceedings dragged wearily along. The Inspector of Police in his dry official manner deposed to the fact of being called in, then the Doctor gave his evidence glibly. Victor’s advocate rose to cross-examine.




  “You have no doubt that deceased died of a wound over the heart, inflicted by some sharp instrument? You are convinced of that?”




  The doctor smiled.




  “Certainly, and, moreover, death was instantaneous.”




  “Thank you. Now, deceased was found seated at a table, and must have been struck while seated there; the table is some four feet broad. How do you account for the fact that the blow could have been struck then?”




  “My hypothesis is this,” returned the Doctor, smiling again. “The blow could not have been struck from in front. It was done from behind.”




  “With a long, sharp dagger?”




  “Precisely. The wound was not very deep—evidently inflicted by a light hand, I have never seen a wound precisely like it before, except a bayonet thrust.”




  The advocate’s face lighted up for a moment. Stooping down amongst his papers, he produced a polished leather case, and drew thereupon a long, keen knife, of peculiar pattern, and embossed handle, which he handed to the witness.




  “A knife of that kind, for instance?”




  “Precisely. From my recollection, this might be the very weapon.”




  Counsel said no more. For the present he had gained his point. There was a thrill and a stir in the breathless audience as Rebecca Abraham made her way through the crowd, and stepped into the witness-box. She threw her gaze full upon Victor, who was in the dock now, giving her evidence in a way which told terribly against him. When her tale was finished there was a grim pause for a moment.




  “Now,” said Counsel for the defence, “I want to ask you a few questions. You showed Mr. Victor Decie up to your son’s room?”




  “Ay,” she answered, slowly. “Ay! and I listened outside the door.”




  “Ah! a highly credible witness. So you listened outside the door. What did you hear?”




  “What did I hear? I heard quarrelling and high words, and oaths; but I did not stay long enough to gather much.”




  “Your conscience began to get sensitive, presumably. Then, as a matter of fact, you heard nothing—you can remember nothing!”




  “Perhaps not,” Rebecca mumbled; “but they were quarrelling sorely.”




  “Pshaw! Some old woman’s tale,” returned the Advocate, contemptuously. “The Bench will know how to value this evidence at its just worth. You may stand down, woman. You are merely wasting time.”




  Speedwell climbed reluctantly into the witness-box. There was a well-affected air of veiled regret on his face, a decent hesitation which told in his favour, but he inwardly cowered before the keen eyes of Victor’s advocate, for he felt himself on dangerous ground, and his conscience was ill at ease.




  Grudgingly he told his tale, little enough in itself, but carefully doled out; enough to impress the spectators further against Victor Decie. The witness described his wild appearance when he called on the day of the murder, with an apparent hesitation which was more damning than plain, unfaltering evidence. When he had concluded he drew a deep respiration, for the moment he dreaded had arrived.




  “You were intimately acquainted with the deceased, I believe?” came the first question.




  “Very intimately. We had business transactions together.”




  “We will come to that presently. Were you aware that deceased held a security on Sir Percival Decie’s estate, called The Moat, for twenty thousand pounds?”




  “Really,” Speedwell faltered, with feigned regret, “I—I scarcely know how to answer this question. In matters pertaining to customers——”




  “Do not be afraid, sir,” replied the Advocate, with a strange smile; “Sir Percival courts full inquiry. Did you not introduce Sir Percival to the deceased when it was necessary he should have an advance?”




  “I certainly did. The deceased came in one day——”




  “Never mind one day. Now, upon your oath, was not the whole thing hatched between you and the unfortunate man to get The Moat estate into your power?”




  But Speedwell was equal to the occasion. He drew himself up with a glance of haughty surprise and indignation. “It is hardly worth while to deny such an accusation. Really, I cannot submit——”




  “Then you, speaking on your oath, do deny it?”




  “Most certainly. There is no particle of truth in what you say.”




  “I am obliged to you, sir. You can stand down.”




  The spectators breathed again. It was easy to see that some climax had been reached. The chairman wiped his spectacles, and struggled with his handkerchief to conceal a yawn. Apparently, the whole matter was about to collapse for want of further evidence. The police had exhausted their proofs. Then Victor’s counsel stood up and announced his intention of calling witnesses. The chairman put up his handkerchief and beamed interestedly through his spectacles upon the speaker, for there was an air of mystery in his manner that indicated something beyond mere professional verbosity.




  “Call Mrs. Ruth Meyer,” and accordingly she was called; coming forward, wondering apparently what connection she could have with this case. A look of bitter hatred passed between her and Rebecca Abraham, as she took her stand in the witness-box listless and unconcerned.




  “You live next door to the house of deceased’s parents?”




  “Yes, sir; and have the last thirty years.”




  “Between you, I believe, there is some old standing quarrel?”




  “Yes. We have not spoken for nearly five-and-twenty years.”




  “Very good. And now I understand that the two houses were originally one. There was once a way of communication between them—an old disused door. How long do you think it was since that was last open?”




  “How long!” echoed the witness, pausing. “Years and years.”




  Counsel took from his pocket a key, and held it up in sight of the whole audience.




  “I should like that tried,” he said. “Send two of the officers of the court with this key, and try the door. If you cannot open it, my case is at an end.”




  There was some sensation in court now; they were upon the verge of some great discovery.




  The Chairman graciously signified his consent for the experiment to be tried, meanwhile the case could proceed. The advocate proceeded. He handed the long knife to the witness and bade her to examine it carefully.




  As she did so a pallid hue crept over her face. The handle was stained here and there with red splashes, the whole blade bore a dull, rusty appearance. Mrs. Ruth Meyer stood with the weapon in her hand, eyeing it as if it had been some noisome reptile.




  “Well,” sharply came the question, “have you seen that before?”




  “Bless you, sir, yes. It is mine; stolen out of the shop this week ago. I—I would swear to it anywhere; but it wasn’t stained like this.”




  The advocate motioned her aside, first retaining the knife, which she fain would have taken in her own custody.




  At that moment the policemen returned, both looking preternaturally grave, and laid it on the table. The keen lawyer, versed in the study of faces, gave them a swift, comprehensive glance, and decided to put one of them in the witness-box.




  The constable’s evidence was brief, but further bore upon the mystery. He had found, he said, that the key not only fitted, but that the door opened on hinges lately oiled, and in the best of order. The excitement was rising again.




  But feverish as it had been, it rose still higher as Aurora came forward and took her stand before the tribunal. She was very pale, with a brilliant spot of colour burning on either cheek, and her eyes turned involuntarily in Hazael’s direction, who gave her a faint, wan smile of encouragement. At the sight of this fresh, fair face the lawyer’s manner toned down to one of suave courtesy.




  “You have heard what the last witness has to say?”




  “Yes, sir,” Aurora answered. “She is my mother.”




  “Precisely. You listened, I suppose, to the account of your family feud. Now, I want to know if you share in this domestic imbroglio.”




  Aurora looked puzzled.




  “I scarcely understand,” she began.




  “No? Well, let me put the matter a little more plainly. Mr. Hazael Abraham there is one of the family your mother tells us she has a deadly quarrel with. Now, do you know anything of that young man?”




  For a moment the girl hesitated, then, with a courage born of the moment, told the truth.




  “I know him intimately,” she said. “We are friends.”




  “Hitherto this has been a profound secret?”




  “Yes. Few people have known.”




  “So you know Abraham well? Well enough to share his troubles.”




  “Oh, yes! He tells me most things.”




  “Now, cast your mind back to a morning some time ago, when you met him near Mr. Mark Lockwood’s house. To aid your memory, I may say that your sister was accompanying you.”




  “I remember the morning perfectly.”




  “Did you notice anything peculiar in his manner?”




  “He seemed strangely put out. He stopped me—a thing he does not usually do in the street—and I asked him what was the matter.”




  “Oh, come!” cried the lawyer earnestly, growing impatient at the long pause. “I beg of you to speak out. Your evidence on this point is most important.”




  Aurora looked up, and met Hazael’s gaze; his white lips moved slightly, and he bent his head in a sign of assent.




  “Usually he would not speak to me if my sister was along. Then he was labouring under great excitement. I asked him what was wrong. He told me it was absolutely necessary that he should have a large sum of money immediately. Then my sister spoke.”




  “Her intellect is not considered strong, I believe?”




  “No, sir. So much the contrary that we had either forgotten her or ignored her presence altogether. She startled us by showing that she had listened. She told Haz—Mr. Abraham—where he could get this money. We both laughed, I remember, when she suggested his brother Abishai.”




  “And you knew this to be out of the question? Now tell me what followed.”




  “Mr. Abraham left us then, and my sister and I walked home together. Ruth said he must have this money, to which I replied vaguely. Ruth said in her wild manner that if Abishai Abrahams would not find the money she would kill him.”




  There was a faint titter in the audience. It was the nearest approach to a joke they had yet heard. Victor’s advocate hesitated, as if tempted to ask some question, then apparently thrust the temptation away.




  “And that is all you have to tell me?




  “Yes sir. I can tell you nothing more.”




  Hazael was the next witness called. He was calm and self-possessed now, for he had steeled his nerves to the encounter, knowing that the secret he had kept so long would soon be food for the idle gossip of Westport. But there was a life at stake, a command which sunk all personal considerations. The defending counsel paused slightly before he asked, “You saw Mr. Victor Decie directly after your brothers death?”




  “Yes, sir; immediately afterwards, I should say.”




  “Did there strike you as being anything strange in his manner.”




  “He seemed very much disturbed, almost distracted by something.”




  “Did you have any conversation together?”




  “Only a few words. He told me he was going to Rotterdam. I suggested that he would have a rough passage—that was all.”




  “Very good. Now cast your memory back to the morning upon which you met the last witness and her sister. You mentioned to her that you were in urgent need of a considerable sum of money. Will you be good enough to tell me why you wanted this money?”




  Hazael’s voice was so low when he replied that his words scarcely reached the anxious, eager crowd. “To replace some securities stolen from my desk.”




  “Stolen from your desk! Do you mean to tell me that when you missed these securities you informed no one they were gone?”




  “No, sir; perhaps I did wrong, but I let the matter remain for a few days, until I was afraid to speak.”




  “Indeed!” said the lawyer, dryly, as he took a packet of papers in his hand. “Would you be able to identify those bonds again?”




  “Yes, sir. I should be prepared to swear to them.”




  The lawyer passed the papers across, and signified to the witness that he might examine them. Hazael rapidly unfolded the bundle, and regarded them carefully.




  Suddenly a smile of relief shot across his face as he handed them back.




  “Those are the very bonds!” he said.




  The colour which crept into Hazael’s face seemed to have been stolen from Speedwell’s cheeks. As he turned his fascinated gaze from the papers, he eyes fell upon the Professor, who was regarding him with a mocking smile; his wily cunning could not grasp the situation; he was afraid, and, worst of all, he did not know where the danger lay.




  “So those are the securities. We will let that pass for the present. Now you seem, in spite of this Montagu and Capulet feud, to have been on very good terms with the last witness, or you would not have made her your confidant. Is there any attachment between you?”




  “There is,” said Hazael, firmly, “a very warm attachment.”




  “Will you be good enough to tell us what that bond of sympathy is?”




  Hazael threw back his head, and turned, half-facing the spectators, as he raised his voice to its clearest, most resonant pitch.




  “She is my wife!”




  A wild murmur of surprise followed his reply. Rebecca and Mrs. Ruth Meyer both half-rose from their seats, glaring at each other. The spectators’ heads rose and fell like a troubled sea in the excitement of the moment; even the chairman woke from his doze, and showed a passing interest in the proceedings.




  The Professor evinced no palpable surprise, for it was no news to him; the advocate cross-examining smiled behind his white hand, well pleased with the sensation his little dramatic effort had created.




  “Now,” said he, “we will return to the morning of the murder. You went up with the witness Speedwell and saw the body. After that, did you have any conversation touching the crime with anyone?”




  “My sister and I talked it over in the shop.”




  “Highly probable. Did anything attract your attention, then?”




  “Yes, sir. My sister declared she heard footsteps upstairs.”




  “Did she try to verify her suspicions?




  “She certainly went upstairs.”




  “She went upstairs? Now tell us in a few words what followed.”




  “She had not been there long before she called me. I went up too. When we got there we found the door between the two houses slightly ajar, and close against the wainscot we picked up a long Indian knife. It was of peculiar pattern, and dripping with blood.”




  “Was it the knife exhibited now—the weapon claimed by the witness, Ruth Meyer?”




  “Yes, sir; it was the same.”




  Again a shout of surprised astonishment went up from the eager audience. They were feasting on horrors now. A breathless, painful silence fell upon them as the advocate turned to the witness again. He stopped short in his line of examination, and started another thread of his cunning snare.




  “You have seen the key which the officer told us fitted the door which leads from your house into Meyer’s? Now, have you one like it?”




  “I have, sir.”




  “And I may presume that you have used it in visiting your wife secretly? Now answer me truthfully. Has she a fellow key?”




  “She has. I had two made—one for each of us.”




  “Very well. When you made this discovery, what was done?”




  “Nothing. We were too surprised for a time. My sister wanted, in the first place, to see Mr. Decie, who we found had gone to Rotterdam. Against my wish, she determined to cross and see him. Meanwhile I was to say nothing of what we had discovered.”




  “Since that morning you have had a conversation with a Mr. Denton—Denton, the grocer. Did he tell you he had paid an instalment of some money owing to your late brother on the very morning of his death?”




  “He did. And gave me the numbers of the notes.”




  “Very well. Now on the morning following your sister’s departure for Rotterdam you met Ruth Meyer and had a conversation with her. Will you be so good as to tell us what was the purport of that interview?”




  “She met me in the street. She appeared more strangely wild than usual. To my surprise, she mentioned the conversation I had with my—my wife the morning the subject of my loss was mentioned. Then she placed in my hand a packet, and immediately left me. I did not intend——”




  “Never mind what you intended. Let us say you were taken by storm—astonished. At any rate, the packet remained with you. You opened it?”




  “I opened it, and found——”




  “Presently. You were present when your late brother’s papers were looked through. Did you find any memorandum of the payment of the 500 Mr. Denton alleges to have paid over to your brother?”




  “Yes; not only that, but the date and number of the notes.”




  “Now we shall get at it. We will return to the mysterious parcel. When you opened it, you found something inside?”




  “Yes, sir; banknotes.”




  “And the numbers?”




  “Were the same as those which Mr. Denton paid over to my brother on the morning of his murder.”




  “And the receipt for which Mr. Denton—who I am prepared to put in the box—holds.” The lawyer stood up, and threw his pince-nez with a forensic air upon the table. “That is my case, your worships, there is no occasion for me to weary you with a resume of the facts. The rest is in the hands of the police.”




  There was no sound of violent emotion now, for all eyes were turned upon Ruth Meyer who sat by her mother’s side, returning the curious glances with an air of perfect indifference. Was it possible, they thought, that this pale slight girl could have done such a daring thing.




  Aurora covered her face and sobbed unrestrainedly on Hazael’s shoulder. Her story and its notoriety had been dwarfed into significance now. Presently Ruth Meyer rose with white face and shaking limbs.




  “Do you hear?” she gasped—“do you hear? They say you did it—you killed the hunchback to save him! Can’t you understand?”




  Ruth looked up puzzled for a moment, then the sense of her own notoriety and what she has done seemed to strike her in a pleasant light.




  “Killed him!” she cried, nodding and smiling. “Oh, yes. But why make this fuss about it! Poor Hazael! They can’t take him to prison now, and Abishai is dead, and I killed him!”
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  They found afterwards the unfortunate girl had lost what little reason she had hitherto possessed. She seemed so perfectly indifferent to her crime, so willing to confess the part she had played, that it was impossible to believe that the deed had been done with any realization of its awful consequences. It seemed almost incredible to believe. But now there appeared to be no great probability of ever knowing the real facts of the case. She was removed, perfectly indifferent to her fate, to strong quarters to await her trial. Her family, and Hazael more directly, understood her strange motive, but at present other affairs distracted their attention.




  All the next day Trevor Decie and his nephew were closeted with Mark Lockwood and the senior partner in Messrs. Armstrong’s bank. The latter had been too prostrated by the sudden failure to attend particularly to business, but now he heard enough to convince him that the disaster had not been brought about by fair, legitimate trading. The quartette sat long in close confabulation, calling the official bank liquidator into their confidence. Unknown to Speedwell, Hazael had been summoned before them touching the loss of his bonds, and his mind was laid at rest by the assurance of his personal indemnity. This meeting had taken place at Lockwood’s house. As Hazael was returning homewards he met Aurora on the way.




  Her face was set and sorrowful; her eyes red from heavy weeping. It was the first time they had met since yesterday.




  “You have told your mother everything?” she asked.




  “Yes. But she will listen to nothing yet. We must have patience, and all will be right yet. I have told Mr. Lockwood and his daughter. I found them very kind and sympathetic. Miss Lockwood promised to intercede for me, and she can do anything with my mother. Imagine how they were affected by this fresh proof of Miriam’s self-sacrifice!”




  “Miriam was a saint,” Aurora cried. “And my—our child!”




  “You may see her now when you like. I scarcely know what I am talking about; everything is so bewildering and horrible. Aurora, I am acquitted about those bonds. I made a full confession, and they exonerated me completely. I can hold up my head again now.”




  “And the real thief—who is he?”




  “I can guess, but I do not know for certain. Westport has not yet exhausted the list of surprises; but never mind that now. You must be at home this evening early, when Miss Lockwood is going to call on my mother. I shall leave it to her to try and heal the family feud. Let us hope for an end of this bitterness. Heaven knows it has produced misery enough.”




  “But do you think your mother will listen to Miss Lockwood?” Aurora asked, doubtfully, a vision of that convulsed face and gleaming eyes rising up before her. “Isn’t it rather early yet? Oh, shall we ever have any happiness?”




  “I hope so,” Hazael answered, gravely. “There is trouble and sorrow to spare just now, but already I begin to see sunshine behind. My mother was always fond of me, though she liked Abishai and Miriam better; now I am the only one. My character is cleared. I have Mr. Lockwood’s goodwill and promise of assistance; time will do the rest.”




  Aurora began to see the consolation of these words, for she was young, and youth ever errs upon the side of sanguine hope. Moreover, she had her husband and child free from any concealment now. A little smile trembled on her lips, like a sunbeam peeping from a passing cloud.




  “Have you seen Mr. Decie this morning?” she asked.




  “That is another friend,” Hazael exclaimed, brightening in his turn, “though truly it is a friendship too dearly bought. Yes, I have just seen him. Never fear, Aurora; if our own kith and kin, our own flesh and blood turn against us, we shall never want for friends.”




  Aurora pointed down the street.




  “And he?” she said.




  Hazael, looking down, saw Speedwell coming swiftly towards them. His head was cast down, his face was somewhat troubled in the lines about the eyes, otherwise it was sternly set. He passed on, acknowledging their presence with the semblance of a smile on his thin lips. Hazael clenched his fists involuntarily, as the other passed on, lessening in the distance.




  “We have no friend there,” he said. “Philip Speedwell never had a friend but himself, and he will want him now, indeed. Let us talk of something else. His name will be on every lip before morning. Come and take a walk with me; it will do you good.”




  Wholly unconscious of the feelings he had aroused, Speedwell passed on in the direction of Lockwood’s residence. Arriving there, he rang the bell with a somewhat exaggerated feeling of importance, and was immediately shown into the library. His self-assured greeting died away upon his lips as he noted the faces of the group seated there; a lump rose up in his throat, and seemed to choke his utterance; he was frightened.




  The table was littered with books and papers—ledgers containing long rows of figures and intricate accounts—a puzzle to unpractised eyes, but clear enough to three at least of the company.




  “Be seated,” Mr. Lockwood commenced, with a stern inflection in his voice—a rare thing for him—“be seated, Philip Speedwell, and give an account of thy stewardship. Friend Yates, thou shalt commence.”




  No one else had spoken a word. The gentleman called upon—the liquidator—cleared his throat, and commenced to speak in a dry, quiet manner.




  “With Mr. Armstrong’s assistance, I have been going over the books, and it seems to us that this disaster might have been averted. However, we will not go into that at present. Mr. Speedwell, it is my painful duty to inform you that serious allegations have been made—allegations which impugn your character. You are directly charged with falsifying the books, and appropriating to your own use large sums of money belonging to your late employers. Need I say with what pleasure I shall listen to any statement of yours calculated to dispel this deplorable impression?”




  Mr. Yates leant back in his chair, and folded his white hands together, pleased with the succinctness and neatness of his periods. Speedwell glanced round the cold suspicious faces, and as he did so a desperate courage grew up within him, the courage of despair. He was fighting in the dark against an enemy all prepared and ready for the fray.




  “I am totally unprepared for this,” he said, evenly. “Of course I am ready to meet this serious charge, which, had I been more suspicious, I might have anticipated. Will you be good enough to suspend your indictment.”




  There was a thin, acid sneer in the words, which brought a faint splash of colour to the first speaker’s withered cheeks.




  “Very good. In the first place, more than twelve months ago, a sum of 1,000 in Bank of England notes was paid in—to your hands, mind—by the executors of a certain Edgar Lefroy. There can be no mistake, because both the executors were present, and witnessed the transaction. There is no account of this in the books.”




  “If the money was paid, the ledger will show it,” said Speedwell, haughtily.




  “Then, for the sake of all parties, I shall be extremely pleased if you will point it out,” said the liquidator, drily. “Perhaps you will find the entry.”




  Speedwell rustled the leaves over swiftly, to hide the tremor of his fingers; but no search of his could disclose the entry, while his face was a picture of strange bewilderment and puzzled mis-comprehension.




  “Ah, perhaps I can assist you! The notes were tens—a hundred tens—running from No, 2,458,160 onwards. Do you remember now?”




  “No,” said the victim, hoarsely. “I do not remember.”




  Mr. Yates took a letter from his pocket, and smoothed it out upon the table carefully, so that not a crease might remain. He regarded the writing critically, then looked Speedwell in the face with innocent, bland curiosity.




  “Mr. Speedwell, who are this firm of Lock and Co., of Greyfriars?”




  The miserable man gasped, with his hand to his throat, his face deadly white, a strange palsy shaking him in every limb. Guilt was written on every line of his countenance, damning guilt; and the worst of it was that the silent, grim-visaged group could see it but too well. Yet again he called upon his shaking nerves for one last despairing effort.




  “It was their failure which pulled us down, sir. Partly on my own responsibility I did a great deal of bill-discounting business with them—business which ended disastrously. They were a respectable firm——”




  “Enough!” Mr. Yates interrupted, sternly. “We are creditors of theirs, I see, for forty thousand pounds. Really, I must congratulate you upon the ingenuity of your scheme. The allegation is that you are virtually Lock and Co.”




  “It is a lie!” Speedwell exclaimed—“a base, cowardly lie, whoever says so!”




  The liquidator passed over the letter he had been so carefully smoothing. As Speedwell read it, all hope died in his heart. It was the identical note which accompanied the bank notes which the letter-sorter Lord had purloined, and for which he dared not offer a reward. There, in black and white, was the evidence of his guilt, the plot partially disclosed, the promise to send more money at an early date; in fact, a confidential note to a confederate, which effectually disclosed his connection with the bogus Lock and Co.




  “It seems against me,” Speedwell faltered. “Mr. Lockwood——” But that gentleman turned away with a gesture of contempt. “The man mentioned in this letter deceived me. This George Carroll, whose name is there, could clear my name. But since he has absconded——”




  “He has not. The man Carroll was arrested at Brighton last night.”




  The culprit threw up his hands with a groan of despair. All his neatly-laid schemes had perished at one blow. He waited, with a sickening feeling of anxiety, for his merciless opponent to proceed.




  “Lock and Co., we find, are a bogus concern altogether. They certainly have done a large amount of business—on paper; but, with the exception of the funds of Armstrong and Co., they seemed to have touched little or no hard cash. What we wish to know now is where this 40,000 is secreted.”




  “How should I know?” Speedwell cried. “Do your worst—you can no more.”




  Mr. Yates bowed in reply, and signified with a wave of his hand that Trevor Decie might proceed.




  “I think I can tell you,” he commenced, “thanks to my gifts of mesmerism. I dare say you have often wondered,” he pursued, addressing Speedwell more particularly, “how much you disclosed to me when I had you under the mesmeric influence. You remember probably the agitation you betrayed one night in the Blue Dragon at the sight of a bank note I displayed. I made it my business to trace that note; I also made it my business to bring the letter-sorter, Lord, to book. From him I found out he had purloined the notes, and from him I got the letter Mr. Yates has shown you. I did not say anything then, because I felt by no means certain of my ground; but, having a little business in London, I determined to have an interview with Lock and Co. The manager, Carroll, to my surprise, I found to be an old acquaintance—only his name was not Carroll when I knew him last—and from him, by dint of making use of certain information, I learnt the whole plot. Lock and Co. had failed; but Vanburg Brothers, of Rotterdam, were in a state of thriving prosperity.”




  The speaker paused to watch the effect of his last words upon Speedwell, who was listening intently. But the bolt had been shot now; no further evidence could make the case blacker, more overwhelming against him. He sat listless and apparently indifferent, hungering to hear now whether his opponents were in a position to trace out the whole of the spoil.




  “Vanburg Brothers an Lock and Co. are identically the same,” Victor took up the thread. “It was not convenient for the last speaker to leave Westport, so, with the information with which he furnished me, I undertook to go to Rotterdam. I am in a position to assert that Mr. Speedwell is, in fact, Vanburg Brothers, and that the money of Armstrong and Co. is financing that firm. With the assistance of the police I succeeded in seizing their books and papers, also most of their securities, and laid an embargo on their banking account, which is considerable.”




  “I have Carroll’s statement down in writing,” Trevor Decie took up the parable again.




  “Mr. Decie, you say this money is perfectly safe?”




  “Perfectly. I made quite certain of that. And now?”




  There was a long pause, broken only by Speedwell’s laboured breathing. Everything for which he had bartered his honour was lost now, even the fortune he had hoped to keep in his own hands. Mr. Armstrong arose, his face white and hands trembling, and it was some time ere he recovered his voice.




  “Speedwell, you have betrayed a sacred trust in a shameful manner. But I shall not reproach you, though you have well-nigh ruined me. Go,” he continued, pointing to the door—“go! So far as I am concerned, you are free. Take yourself away, or I may forget that I am an old man and strike you. Your presence pollutes the very room.”




  The despised man made a gesture as if he would speak, then, suddenly changing his mind, bowed low, and, turning on his heel, left with one long, lingering look of regret. Perhaps something at the moment jarred upon his hardened heart, some passing emotion like shame.




  Mr. Yates sprang to his feet.




  “My dear Mr. Armstrong, this is exceedingly irregular,” he cried. “I cannot permit——”




  “Gently, gently,” said the banker, quickly. “I shall not prosecute. I never have done such a thing, and it is too late to begin now. Let him go. So far as I am concerned there is no room for malice in my heart.”




  Mr. Lockwood smiled approvingly.




  “Thou’st right, my friend. Nurse not thy wrath. But I was sadly deceived; yea, sorely. And yet we cannot always judge of faces, as the professor here can tell us.”




  Trevor Decie answered, his back to them, looking out of the window.




  “No; we all make mistakes at times. I was right in my presentiment; but is easy to be wise when you know.”




  He had succeeded beyond his wildest expectations, yet he experienced a feeling akin to gladness that there should have been found an open door for the criminal. Trevor Decie knew that he himself was not blameless in the matter, and that Speedwell was, after all, his own flesh and blood.




  “It is well,” Lockwood struck in, folding his hands and bowing his white head, like a priest pronouncing a benediction—“it is well. Time will heal the wounds, and none of you will suffer. For the hand of the Lord hath guided our footsteps, and led us out of danger and tribulation.”




  * * * * *




  They found her next morning, when the tide went down, behind the barrier of the rocks, lying in a tiny pool, with the water laying out her long black hair in shimmering waves. There were no bruises on her fair white skin; no cruel marks to mar the symmetry of her limbs; calm and pale in death as a little child asleep, with a smile upon the scarlet, curved lips such as she had worn in the hour of that noble sacrifice.




  Reverent hands raised the dead white form, and bore it sorrowfully homeward.




  The news had spread, and through the streets, as the still burden passed, folks stood silent, and shutters barred most windows. Home they bore her with gentle step and slow, and Rebecca, seeing them coming, bowed her head and waited, holding Hazael by the hand. Aurora was there, too, for the first time, and longed to speak, but held her peace.




  When the bearers had gone they crept upstairs together, and for a few moments contemplated silently the shadowy outline. Then the nature in the woman, touched by a tender flash of memory, arose; she threw herself across the dead girl’s breast, refusing to be comforted.




  “Mother,” said Hazael at length, and his voice trembled, “let me be something to you now, I am all you have left. They are both gone, son and daughter. Let Aurora be another daughter to you.”




  “For,” Aurora faltered, “for I loved her, I loved her, too.”




  Rebecca kissed the smiling, dead lips; then a strange calm came over her.




  She reached out her two hands to the twain, tremblingly.




  “It shall be, Hazael, my son, as you have said. For Miriam would have wished it. Oh, if it had not been for this malice and hatred. The God of Israel is against us; he is angry with me! Forgive you! Rather shall you forgive me, my son and my daughter, that the Lord has vouchsafed to me to my declining years.”
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  As the wheel of life goes round it brings changes and alterations, care and sorrow, joy and happiness alternatively, to us all. Gradually the strange incidents and startling events were forgotten as the months went on, and summer came round again, bringing the dog-roses and the warmth of leafy June, a fitting time of gladness and sunshine to group our characters together, and all happiness, and peace, and joy everlasting.




  Saul Abrahams had taken his crimes and misfortunes, his bitter memory to the grave, where all things are forgotten. After Abishai’s death he had pined away and died. At the last he wandered, calling for his old master, and they wondered that he should derive such comfort from the presence of the Professor, who was with him at the last alone, when that troubled spirit had stilled for ever. The Professor said, with unaccustomed brevity, that it was strange, then turned the subject, for he was touched by this proof of inalienable sincerity.




  In the sporting papers there appears from time to time an advertisement of a racing firm at Boulogne-sur-Mer; a glowing announcement of the great fortune to be made by any bold speculator who has command of capital to the extent of half a crown. From the regularity with which the announcement appears, we have every reason to believe that the speculation is a flourishing one. The head of the firm, so rumour says, bears a strong likeness to Philip Speedwell; and, indeed, the Professor, on one of his flying visits to the favourite resort for the Briton “who has done something wrong,” to quote a once popular poem, admitted to have seen Speedwell apparently enjoying a state of undeserved prosperity. But even upon this point he is wont to observe an unusual reticence. After a time the shutters which had for so long barred the windows of Messrs. Armstrong’s bank were taken down again. People gave knowing nods and shrugged their shoulders; but gradually it became known that most of the purloined capital had been recovered, and flagging faith was greatly restored. But when it was seen that Mark Lockwood had again opened an account with them, popular opinion turned in their favour, and Messrs. Armstrong soon became stronger than ever, a result which was augmented in a great measure by the popularity and business qualities of the new manager, who, of course—it is idle to deceive you—was none else than Hazael.




  There was at first some demur to his appointment but, as Mr. Lockwood—who had stood by his friend throughout—pointed out, they owed him something, and, the merchant’s request being almost a command, the appointment was made. And, as usual, Mr. Lockwood was right, Hazael proving to be the right man in the right place. So he went to live at the bank with his wife and the baby, which latter they had to obtain by stratagem from Miss Lockwood, who had conceived for it an affection which seriously threatened, so said Victor Decie, to interfere with his matrimonial views. The old pawnbroker’s shop had been abandoned, and Rebecca lived with the young couple. It was an excellent arrangement; for, since Abishai’s death, she had found herself the mistress of a handsome fortune, which meant many luxuries to the young couple which the salary of the newly-started bank could scarcely be expected to afford.




  Ruth’s crime had been treated with pitying care. She had been put upon her trial; but she was so perfectly insane that she was ordered to be detained during Her Majesty’s pleasure. After a time strong influence was brought to bear, and she was removed from the criminal lunatic asylum to more careful hands, where she is supremely happy in her blissful ignorance and kindly treated, though a constant watch is set upon her movements. But, up to the present, there has been no disposition to break out observed. Her name is seldom mentioned, and then under the breath in accents of purest pity.




  Gradually as time went on, Sir Percival Decie, who erstwhile had merely asked to be taken out and buried with his outraged ancestors, showed a disposition to revive, and by degrees reached the stage when he alluded to himself as the victim of diabolical machinations. From thence his recovery was rapid. He began to hold up his head again, and resumed his attendance at the Magistrates’ meetings.




  By the assistance of Mark Lockwood he succeeded in ridding himself of his most pressing liabilities, and the Old Meadow copper seam was opened. It proved to be a gigantic success, and in a short time he was not only free from all pecuniary embarrassments, but upon the highroad to die a millionaire. But he steadily refused to soil his fingers with any more commercial enterprise, leaving the management of affairs to Victor, who, under Lockwood’s guidance, had developed considerable business ability.




  By way of showing gratitude for this truly disinterested kindness, and the above-mentioned infant being restored to his anxious parents, Victor commenced a nefarious scheme to get Ida from her parental roof, and make her his wife. So persistent was he in this undertaking, aided and abetted by Sir Percival, that Miss Lockwood, being of an amiable and yielding disposition, gave a reluctant consent, with Mark Lockwood acquiescing to the inevitable. So, one fine May morning, not quite a year later, they were married quietly, to the disgust of the people of Westport, who turned out in large numbers, and pelted the happy couple with rice and flowers, with that hearty goodwill characteristic of the ‘north countrie.’ There were many deputations and congratulatory addresses—one from the working men of Westport, presented by a notorious poacher.




  “What next?” Sir Percival growled, though he was pleased enough. “Victor, you must be a Radical! They never cared so much for me. Bah! the country is going——”




  “To perdition, sir, of course,” Victor laughed. “Let the men alone, you misanthrope! Can’t you see how it flatters my youthful vanity?”




  “Well, it’s a sign of goodwill, anyway,” said the Baronet, mollified. “You’re a good lad, Victor, and you have a pleasant, sympathetic manner, a thing I never had. And now, for the sake of your old dad, don’t be long away. I am not so young as I used to be, and the last twelve months has aged me a little. So remember that you are leaving behind two lonely old men, and——”




  Victor grasped his father’s hand fervently, saying nothing. But I think they understood. Then they stepped into the carriage which was to take them some miles on their way to the lakes. But the populace were too many for them; already they had the horses out, and were charging down the drive into the road. And foremost in the fray were the poachers, dragging them with hearty good-will, cheered on by the Professor, who had thrown his hat and gloves to the wind, and presented the spectacle of a well-dressed elderly gentleman who had been drawn through a hedge backwards.




  “But,” said Sir Percival, a little petulantly, “Trevor has no sense of what was befitting to the family dignity.”




  The crowd dragged the happy pair out into the highroad between the hedges all fragrant with the pink-flushed dog-roses; dragged them till Victor half-peremptorily commanded them to stop. The notorious poacher signified to his crowd to obey, and held his hand over the carriage-door, and Ida, nothing abashed, shook it warmly. In boastful vain-glorious moments the man still tells the tale.




  There was another reason why they wished to be alone. They passed through Westport to the other side, into the fair, sweet country again. Here, for a moment, they stopped, for it was the cemetery. Just through the iron gates was a simple white cross, and on this Ida lay a wreath of flowers she had brought for the purpose. For some time they stood looking down in silence.




  “It was a noble, noble sacrifice, Victor.”




  “‘Tis, my darling; so great, that I can hardly realize it now. But regrets are vain and fleeting. She is happy now, poor, troubled spirit. Come, let us get away now. I do not care to see a shadow on your face to-day.”




  So they drove away through the smiling, open country, and the white stone covering that gallant heart was forgotten for a time. But in the eventime, when the light is dim and low, their hearts turn to Miriam with a glow of tender recollection.




  THE END
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  THERE are no poppies in the garden of sleep, though, if you come there in the season of the year, there are many flowers. And these flowers are born when you and I talk of yesterday’s snowstorm, and the children’s twelfthcake is still a fleeting, unstable joy. Then Tregarthen Island is gay with flowers, great beds of them. There are daffodils and narcissus knee deep, and violets fragrant and richly purple under the cactus hedges. And they nod and droop and flourish to the booming plunge of the Atlantic surges.




  Where is it? What matters it? Not so many leagues from Tintagel, for they tell tales of King Arthur, and there is a deep apple orchard in the heart of the island where Lancelot slew the dragon whose teeth were flaming swords. And the gladioli flourish there in scarlet profusion.




  The island of Tregarthen is a long, green, luscious slice from the mainland, some eight miles long by five in width. It is sheltered from the east and north by granite walls rising sheer and grim for a thousand feet and its music is the Atlantic thunder and the scream of innumerable sea-fowl. There are gardens in the sea-pools, there are wide stretches of sands golden as Aphrodite’s hair, and the sky is fused into a blue so clear and ambient that the eye turns from it with an ecstasy of pure delight. You shall see presently what manner of place this kingdom by the sea is.




  “Miriam,” the princess said, “Miriam, this is paradise.”




  Miriam hoped that no harm had come to the small, black box. The remark was inconsequent, as the princess pointed out in her clear high voice. What did it matter if the Trevose fisherman who had brought them across was a little clumsy? Had Miriam noticed what a splendid torso he had, and what a picture he made with his blue eyes and brown skin, seared and tanned, and his white beard?




  The princess stood watching the landing of her boxes. She could not have been anything else but a princess, of course, she was dressed so beautifully. Nobody in these parts had ever seen such dresses before, not even the travelled ones who had known great cities like Plymouth and Exeter.




  She was tall and fair, with eyes as blue as the bounding sea, and hair as golden as the sands she trod. She carried herself imperiously as the daughter of a conquering race, and there were diamonds on her fingers and in the coral of her ears. A woman learned in the mysteries of the toilette would have told you that that heather-mixture coat and skirt, engirt by a silver buckled belt, could only have come from Paris. The same wise woman would have added that the princess was American and very rich. In which the wise woman would have been absolutely correct. To mortals she was known as Mary Blenkiron, only daughter of the late Cyrus K. Blenkiron of Pittsburg, Pa., who, as all the world knows, died two years ago—in 1885—after a heartbreaking financial duel with Zeus Z. Duncknew, in which he lost four million dollars, dying a comparative pauper with a mere ten million dollars or so. Thus do some men make failures of their lives.




  Mary was something more than an heiress and an exceedingly beautiful girl. She was good, she was clever, headstrong of course, and fond of her own way. Other girls besides heiresses have been known to show the same weakness. And what manner of girl Mary Blenkiron was, you will see for yourself presently.




  Between the girl and her companion there was contrast enough. Miriam Murch owned to fifty, to save the trouble of explaining that she was ten years less; and though she was thin and gaunt and brown, her skin was unwrinkled and healthy. There was a suspicion of down on her upper lip; her mouth was wide and humorous; and it was only when you came to look into those wonderful brown eyes of hers that you forgot to feel that here was a woman who ought to have been born a man.




  Here was a girl who had started twenty years ago, with one of the first typewriters, to carve her way to fortune. At forty she was the absolute owner of three flourishing daily papers, all of which she had built up for herself. A busy, happy, shrewd, kindly, hard-working woman whose only grievance was that she could not enter Congress, and run for the Presidency. But this calumny might have been, and probably was, a libel of Mary Blenkiron’s.




  Michael Hawkes, the boatman, was staring in blank astonishment at a crisp piece of paper Mary had placed in the desert of his huge brown palm.




  “I’m no scholar,” he said defiantly. “What’s a man want with book learning so long as he can count the cod and mackerel?”




  “It’s a five pound note for your trouble,” Mary explained sweetly. “The only literature I know that meets with no adverse criticism.”




  Hawkes regarded the paper suspiciously with his head on one side. He had heard of banks and kindred institutions. James Trefarthen up to Tretire had lost all his money in one.




  “You couldn’t make it half a crown?” he asked, tentatively.




  Mary laughed, and Hawkes so far forgot himself as to smile. Your Cornish fisherman, joking with difficulty even more than a Scotchman, is not given to levity of this kind, but the man who could hear Mary Blenkiron laugh unmoved, would have been mentally or morally deficient.




  “You are corrupting the native, my dear,” Miss Murch said. “Give him talents of silver and let him depart in peace.”




  Hawkes went off with three half-crowns, having scornfully refused half a sovereign, as savouring of lustfulness, and departed with the suggestion that he would come and take the ladies off again presently, Mary’s insinuation that they intended to remain being received with scorn.




  “Tregarthen won’t let you stay,” he said. “No visitors are allowed on the island. Seeing you would come, you had to come—being a woman.”




  With this Parthian shot, Hawkes climbed into his boat, and slowly pulled for the mainland. Nobody ever did anything in a hurry there. Energy would have been resented as an outrage on the feelings of the community, except at such times as the sea rose in its wrath and the trail of the rockets smote the reeling sky over beyond Tregenna Sand.




  Miss Murch sat down on the little black box, which had been carried from the boat by Hawkes, and looked calmly around her. It was a February afternoon, and yet it was possible to sit in the sun without the smallest personal discomfort. The air was heavy with the scent of flowers, outside, the sea was getting up, a long ground-swell was rolling in from the Atlantic. When this ground-swell ran for days together, even in the finest weather, it was impossible for boats to land on Tregarthen. Hawkes had mentioned this, but Mary had regarded it more as an advantage than otherwise. Even Tregarthen could not control the elements.




  “I think, my dear,” Miss Murch said, in her clear, incisive tones, “I think it is time that you and I came to an understanding. As a hard business woman I am entitled to an understanding. To please you I have come four thousand miles. To please a girl who takes advantage of my weakness——”




  “And the love you have for me,” Mary said parenthetically.




  Miss Murch put on her pince-nez—this when she was going to be terrible. Strong men, even unscrupulous financiers, had trembled before the flash of those glasses. Mary laughed.




  “I don’t care,” she said—“I really don’t care. I came here because the founder of our family was originally a wanderer from Tregarthen. He was persecuted for his religion, and he fled to New England. He was one of the original Pilgrims who came over in the Mayflower.”




  “According to statistics,” Miss Murch observed, “there are at the present time no less than 250,000 American families claiming direct descent from the original Pilgrim Fathers. I met one in New York the week before we sailed. He had a nose like a scimitar, which nose he used largely for the purpose of articulation. His name was Vansleydon.”




  “An impostor,” Mary said calmly. “But you know that what I say is true, because you have seen my ancestress Marcia Blenkiron’s diary. And that diary was actually written on this very island. All those delightfully quaint phrases were actually penned here. Think of it, my dear, think of the delight of exploring the island! I want to see the place where Amyas Blenkiron saved the life of his rival, and where Marcia found the dying Spaniard after the Spanish galleon, Santa Maria, was wrecked here. And I believe you are as interested as I am.”




  Miss Murch candidly admitted the weakness. As a matter of fact, Marcia Blenkiron’s precious diary was in the little black box with the rest of Mary’s diamonds, and hence the anxiety.




  “I’m an American, and proud of the fact,” Miriam said. “But I wish my country was a trifle older. I wish we had a history, a past, as the people have here. That is why I can enter into your longing to see the place. But shall we be allowed to see it? The island belongs to Tregarthen—not Mr., or Sir, or Lord anything, but simply Tregarthen. It sounds delightfully feudal. The island belongs to Tregarthen, who makes all the laws, pays neither taxes nor excise, and you have heard them say what a peculiar man he is. The people here are a form of Christian Commonwealth, a self-supporting community, who pay no rent or dues of any kind and who hold communication with nobody. Tourists who have heard of the place and tried to get a footing here have been rigidly excluded. And I don’t fancy that Mary Blenkiron, beauty and heiress, will care to be shot off the island like a common trespasser.”




  Mary was bending over a sea-pool, clear as the ambient air and filled with the most brilliant pictures in many hues. The reflection of her exquisite face was smiling back at her.




  “Miriam, where is your boasted friendship? Did you ever know a man who could refuse me anything? You will see what you will see. Let me once smile on that man and he is lost. Then you shall fix your glasses and glare at him, and we will walk over his prostrate body.”




  She waved her wet jewelled hands lightly towards a floating grey gull.




  “I am not going to be expelled from the land of my ancestors,” she said. Then she lay back, filled with the pure delight of being.




  And surely all the joys of life were bound up in that one slim young person with the diamonds on her fingers, and the diamonds, too, in her sparkling eyes. Health, wealth, beauty, and a volume of fresh sensations—new, and with the leaves uncut—before her; what more could the heart wish for?




  She grew grave in the contemplation of the perfect things about her. Though it was but February, the sun was full of grateful warmth, and the breeze, blowing in from the wide Atlantic fields, was crisp and clear. Behind lay the island, with the flowers and orchards and green meadows, while against the granite cliffs of the mainland the long ground-swell was thundering. Each long-crested wave broke with a booming plunge, millions of yards of creamy white lace seemed to be creeping ribbon fashion along the cliffs. Almost at Mary’s feet an old dog-seal gravely disclosed his grizzled moustache and wide speculative eyes ere he sank like a stone again.




  “This is going to be absolutely delightful,” the girl cried. “Miriam, we will stay here till we get tired of it.”




  Miss Murch murmured something relevant to the policy of her papers, and the shortcomings of a certain managing editor of hers. Nevertheless the charms of the place were not lost upon her.




  It would be good to stay here, pleasant to explore all the scenes disclosed in that quaint old diary. What would Tregarthen say when Mary stood confessed as a relative of his? For Marcia Blenkiron of the diary had once been Marcia Tregarthen in the days of old.




  “I fear we shall have trouble with him,” she said, à propos of nothing.




  “With Tregarthen, you mean?” Mary replied. “Not at all, my dear. We shall manage him entirely by kindness. And if he discloses Napoleonic leanings we must bring up our Guards and spring the Great Secret upon him. There may perhaps be no occasion to use the Great Secret at all. But if the worst comes to the worst we hold the key to the position.”




  “True,” Miriam murmured. “I had forgotten that. Still, it is time we made a move of some kind. Here comes a native.”




  A man lurched down to the beach. He was dressed like a sailor, with a red stocking-cap on the back of his splendid head. A young man, lean-flanked, broad-chested, full of life and vigour. Burnt to a deep mahogany was his clear grained skin, his dark gipsy eyes met Mary’s blue ones fearlessly. There was curiosity and frank admiration in his glance.




  “What are you doing here?” he asked.




  A fisherman beyond question, a fine type of a young Cornish fisherman, fearless, frank, meeting every man—and woman—on terms of absolute equality. Your fisherman has been lord of himself for many generations, and knows nothing of the slimy by-paths to wealth, and calls no man master. The gaoler of dubious millions was no greater autocrat than these Phoenician-descended fisher-folk.




  But Mary was slightly annoyed. She came on one side of her family from a humble stock, therefore she was disposed to take her present exalted station seriously. Miriam smiled. She would have loved Mary less but for her little weaknesses.




  “That magnificent creature has not properly appraised you,” she said. “He is in darkness as to your millions. Your diamonds convey nothing to his eye. Tell him what you are worth, tell him about those Chicago tramway shares. Your beauty he evidently appreciates.”




  Mary laughed; her displeasure was as elusive as breath on a mirror.




  “Will you tell us where we can find Mr.—I mean Tregarthen?” she asked.




  “Tregarthen has sent me for you,” the man replied. “I am Gervase Tretire. Who are you, and what is that woman’s name?”




  Mary explained faintly. For the first time in her life she wanted an ally. She glanced at Miriam, who was silently enjoying the situation. To see Mary getting the worst of an encounter with a mere man was delightful.




  “It is kind of Tregarthen, very kind,” Mary said, with a thin sarcasm utterly lost on one listener. “And when Tregarthen gets us, what do you suppose he will do with us, Mr. Tretire?”




  “Eh?” Tretire demanded. “What’s that?”




  Mary repeated the question. The man had never been addressed as Mr. in the whole course of his life, and possibly hardly recognized his patronymic from the lips of another. Slowly he comprehended.




  “Send you back again,” he said promptly. “Pack you off to the mainland soon as the swell runs down. We have no strangers here.”




  “He says ‘strangers’ out of politeness,” Miriam murmured. “But his tone plainly denotes that he means tramps. We are suspicious characters, Mary.”




  “Well, sir, and meanwhile what can we do?”




  “You can go to the Sanctuary,” Tretire explained.




  “The Sanctuary!” Mary echoed. “Delightful! Do we do penance there?”




  “I don’t know about penance,” Tretire said dubiously; “but you clean out your own cell and cook your own food.”




  Mary listened entranced. There was a mediaevalism about this far beyond her most sanguine expectations. Tretire was obviously melting. No man is insensible to the flattery of an interested audience. Even as he spoke a figure came down to the beach towards the little group, a tall thin man, with a refined dreamy face and eyes like the sea. In years he could have been no more than forty, but his hair was quite white. The contrast was not displeasing; in fact, it was exceedingly fascinating.




  Tretire turned to him easily, yet not without deference.




  “Tregarthen,” he said, “these are the women you spoke of—Miriam Murch and Mary Blenkiron. Mary Blenkiron is the pretty one.”




  II — TREGARTHEN OF TREGARTHEN




  

    Table of Contents

  




  THE man with the refined features bowed with the grace of courts and palaces. He was a Louis, a Charles, a Bayard and troubadour at the same time. Yet he might have been—indeed, from his own point of view he was—a monarch welcoming strangers to his court. A handsome man with a dreamy intellectual face, the face of a poet, and the hard firm mouth of a soldier. A man who formed his own judgments—generally wrong ones—and who acted up to them to the detriment of himself and everybody about him. But you will know more about that presently.




  “I wish I could say I was glad to see you,” he said. “Did they not tell you at Trevose that under no circumstances were strangers permitted within the Dominion of Tregarthen? I am king here, I make my own laws, I can imprison my subjects without let or hindrance. I could send you to gaol, and the British House of Commons has no right of interference.”




  “All these things,” Mary said, “did they tell us at Trevose. And, being women, that is exactly the reason why we are here.”




  Something like a smile trembled on Tregarthen’s thin lips.




  “However,” he replied, “we must make the best of it now that you are here. So long as this ground-swell runs it is impossible for a small boat to reach the mainland. After a big storm out in the western ocean the swell sometimes runs for days.”




  “The longer the better,” Mary murmured.




  “Perhaps you will have cause to modify your opinion,” Tregarthen suggested dryly. “Sometimes we are compelled to have people here from the mainland, as last year, for instance, when the herring failed us entirely, and half the people at Trevose were starving. But they have to conform to our regulations, and I fear I cannot make any exception in your favour. In the Sanctuary are our poor—it is a workhouse, if you like to call it so. There you will have to reside, indeed there is no other place for you. You will wear a blue woollen dress with white cuffs and collars. Nothing like this, oh no.”




  He indicated Mary’s faultlessly cut tweed gown and her jewels with a fine contempt. Once more Miriam smiled. A little colour crept into Mary’s cheeks. The performance of walking over the man’s body was not working out in strict accordance with the programme.




  “It might help us a little,” she said coldly, “if I were to tell you who we really are. I am an American.”




  Tregarthen glanced once more at the diamonds.




  “So I should have gathered,” he said pointedly.




  “Of English extraction,” Mary went on rapidly. Really, this monarch was too painfully outspoken. “My name is Blenkiron, and I claim and can prove direct descent from the Amyas Blenkiron of this island.”




  “Pray go on,” Tregarthen replied, “I am deeply interested.”




  Mary melted in a moment. She spoke of the diary which she knew almost by heart, she touched on scenes in the history of the island which Tregarthen had deemed to be known only to himself. Beyond question the girl was all she claimed to be. Tregarthen admitted this as a monarch might who interviews a claimant to an attainted estate.




  “I cannot deny what you say,” he admitted, magnanimously. “Some of these days I should like to see that diary which is more than once quoted in the archives of the Dominion.”




  “I will try and get it for you,” Mary said demurely.




  Thus Mary’s diplomacy. But then she had a good and pressing reason why she should not show Tregarthen the diary. Why she did not desire to show it to him, and what happened on the occasion when she did show him, will be told in due course. Her eyes were full of smiling promise.




  “Are we still doomed to the Sanctuary?” she continued.




  “Unfortunately, yes. Indeed, there is nowhere else you could possibly go. And if you were my own sister I could not violate one of my rules for you. In my own house I have male vassals only, so you could not come there. The cottages, I am ashamed to say, are of the humblest. We are miserably poor here, we can only fish rarely, and our flowers are a little later than those of Scilly, and therefore fetch less money at Plymouth and Bristol. Fortunately my people have no taxes to pay and no rent. We are a Christian Commonwealth and I am the Lord Protector.”




  Cromwell might have said it or Wolsey. For one brief moment Mary was actually deeply impressed.




  “Have you no manufactures?” Miriam asked. “No source of employment for the poor women? You know what I mean?”




  Tregarthen’s eyes flashed. The spring of fanaticism that Miriam had guessed at from the first was tapped. His speech gushed out like water from the living rock. Miriam watched him with all the palpitating interest the student of human nature feels for a new type.




  “I would cut off my right hand first,” he cried. He strode to and fro across the wet sand; he had forgotten his audience. “Rather would I see my people starving in a ditch. I say your modern commerce is a hateful and loathsome thing; that what you call business is a delusion and a lie. And now you have dragged women into it, women who should remain pure and unspotted from the world, who should remain at home and make it beautiful. Once start a manufactory here, and the purity and morality of my people are doomed. Poor they may be, but honest and upright they are, and so they shall remain while there is strength in my arm and breath in my body. Let the men stick to their flowers and their fish, let them toil in the sweet air and in God’s blessed sunshine, and they will be as their fathers before them—good men, with no guile in their hearts. Do you know that there has been no crime of any kind on this island for over a century? But once you send greed and the love of gain amongst us, you destroy our purity for ever. And anything would be better than that.”




  “There is a great deal in what you say,” Miriam replied. “And at the same time a deal of nonsense. Do you know, sir, that I have made a large fortune by my own efforts?”




  “You have my profound sympathy,” Tregarthen said with feeling.




  Indeed, he was so obviously sincere that all the contemptuous anger died out of Miriam’s heart.




  “You are utterly and absolutely wrong,” she said. “There is a large field waiting for women, a field that calls to her. Oh, I would not have her different from what she is for all the wealth in the world. But I have found scores of them starving with temptations such a man as you cannot dream of,” Miriam said, glaring behind her spectacles. It was Mary’s turn to look on and enjoy the fray. “Do you know what I would do with you if I had my way?”




  “Could one hazard a guess as to the wishes of a woman?” Tregarthen asked.




  “Well, I would send you out into the fierce hard wolfish world with just one solitary half-crown in your pocket to get your own living. I would starve your eyes clear and your mental vision clean. Ah, you should learn what it is to be a defenceless woman, you should learn what opportunities you are wasting here. That’s what I would do with you, if I had the chance.”




  “A woman at work, at man’s work, is an outrage before God,” Tregarthen cried stubbornly. “You will never see that here.”




  “What if your flowers fail?” Mary asked.




  “We starve, or near it,” Tregarthen admitted. “But we are patient. Complaining is for the children. They are tried in the fire of affliction, and they endure it with silence.”




  Miriam listened quietly, but the gleam of battle was in her eyes. On woman’s mission she was the greatest authority in the United States. The Employer was no god in the car, nothing more than the conduit pipe from which flowed Capital. And here was an Employer, a king of Employers, who regarded starvation as one of the first attributes of labour. That man would have to be taught things. When she had her glasses on, Miriam would have taught things to the Czar.




  “Do you starve with them?” she repeated.




  “Yes,” Tregarthen replied simply, “I do.”




  “You starve deliberately in the land of plenty? Do you know that I could make your island as fine a paying property as Monte Carlo? Of course I don’t mean as a gambling resort. Do you know that I have three newspapers with an average weekly circulation of five million copies? I could ‘boom’ your island—every good American during the European tour would come here. Huge hotels would spring up. From thirty to forty thousand pounds annually would find their way into the pockets of your subjects. There would be no more trouble, no more starvation—all would be peace and happiness.”




  “Don’t,” Mary gasped. “Please don’t, Miriam.”




  The light of battle died out of Miriam’s eyes and she laughed. At the same time she was filled with bitter contempt for Tregarthen. The man was so regal and yet so bigoted and narrow. But still he starved with the rest when the flowers failed.




  “Is your flower harvest now?” she asked.




  “From now till the beginning of April,” said Tregarthen. “That is, during the next six weeks. When the Scilly and French crops begin to flag we step in. Of course we get nothing like the Scilly prices, because they have what the tradesmen call ‘the cream of the market,’”—he pronounced the phrase with an air of supreme contempt—“and then we get snow sometimes and frosts. You will see for yourself that our flowers are more robust than those from Scilly. But even a good season barely serves us with food.”




  “And the pilchards?” Mary asked.




  “They only come once in two or three years now. At the top of the island, at Port Gwyn, you will see fifty or sixty deserted, dismantled cottages. That was once my most thriving village. But the pilchards failed and failed, and the villagers dropped off and died one by one—of starvation.”




  “They couldn’t have done that in America,” Miriam snapped. “They would have hustled round for something to do. And if you had stepped in with your antediluvian ideas, they would have deposed you.”




  Tregarthen smiled in a pained manner. This newspaper woman was a terror to him; but he got to love her in time, as everybody did. For the present most of his speech and all of his eyes were for Mary. He had never looked upon so bright and glorious a creature as this before. Mrs. Guy, the Rector’s wife up to St. Minver, was a handsome woman, but she had no loveliness, no dresses like Mary. He turned for relief to Mary.




  “Show us your flowers,” she said.




  Tregarthen silently led the way beyond the long hedge of cactus and oleander bushes to the fields beyond. Here was a valley surrounded by a high foliage, palms, bamboo shoots and pampas grass, a warm and sunny valley filled from end to end with sheets of flowers.




  Mary gave an involuntary cry of delight. So far as the eye could reach, there were nothing but blooms set out regularly with narrow grassy paths between. There were daffodils, big tranquil yellow and blood-red blooms, waving narcissus, jonquils, and beyond these again vivid flashes of gladioli and tulips and great waxen-headed hyacinths, stiff and splendid. There were tiny green hollows, too, filled with violets. Besides these, there were other flowers that Mary had not seen before.




  The sun was shining clearly over this paradise, the air was heavy with perfume. From beyond the rampart hedges came the boom of the sea. Tregarthen surveyed the scene with an air of pride.




  “This is our main garden,” he said. “We have no place in the island that is so well protected as this. There are orchards and corn-fields, and on the sloping sides to the west we grow our potatoes. But this is the spot where our hopes and interests are centred.”




  “How large is it?” asked Miriam, the practical.




  “About forty acres altogether. Most of our womenkind are here, you see.”




  There were women and girls harvesting the flowers, young and old, perhaps some five score altogether. They were dressed in plain blue woollen gowns short in the skirt, they had strong boots, and homespun black stockings, and on their heads were stiff frilled caps that looked like fans placed gracefully at the back of their heads. As one or another stood up, Mary noticed the freedom and grace of their carriage. One, a girl, passed with a frank bold glance, but with no vulgar curiosity in it, though the people she saw were strangers. Mary moved towards her in a friendly manner.




  “Please may I speak to her?” she asked Tregarthen.




  “Surely yes. You are going to stay here a few days, you are going to dress like the rest, and live like them too. Jane, come here.”




  The girl advanced fearlessly. “Yes,” she said; “do you want me, Tregarthen?”




  She was absolutely natural and self-possessed, she answered all Mary’s questions in a manner that many a Society aspirant might have envied. She spoke of the harvest of the flowers, the planting of the bulbs, of the constant clamour of the dealers for more foliage, which they were unable to give without diminishing the vitality of the parent bulb. And all this time she was opening out a new world to Mary.




  The skin under its olive varnish was clear as milk, her dark eyes were utterly fearless, and yet there was the reflection of a tragedy in them. But then, there were times when starvation was perilously close at hand.




  “I should like to see more of that girl,” Mary said, when Jane had departed, nodding over a bunch of daffodils.




  “You can see them all as much as you please,” Tregarthen said regally. “You shall see all the machinery of the island. Meanwhile I have had all your belongings removed to the Sanctuary. When you have had supper I shall be glad for you to assume the garments provided for you. To-morrow you may explore the island at your leisure, and will perhaps do me the honour of dining with me at one o’clock.”




  There was dismissal in the tones of the speech. Mary did not know whether to resent it or not. She had forgotten for the moment that this man and his ancestors had been rulers of Tregarthen for seven hundred years.




  “There is one thing you have forgotten,” she said.




  “Indeed,” the Protector asked, “and what is that?”




  “To show us where the Sanctuary is. Do they expect us there? Are rooms prepared for us? Shall we be in the way?”




  “Everything is ready for you. There is always room in the Sanctuary. You will draw your rations and sup at the common table, after which you are free to do as you please till ten o’clock, when all lights are extinguished. You will perhaps do me the honour of dining with me to-morrow. One o’clock.”




  He bowed low, with a sweep of his soft felt hat, and went his way. Mary stood watching him until he was out of sight.




  “A fine man, a handsome man, and a man who lives entirely for his people,” she said, not without enthusiasm. “Miriam, I feel as if I had slipped back half a dozen centuries. We are going to have a good time here.”




  “Yes, and these people are going to have a good time later on,” Miriam snapped. “A splendid man if you like, but a visionary and a fool. What business has he to starve these people when they might have peace and plenty? Some of the finest crops in the kingdom might be grown here—a little enterprise might change the whole aspect of the place. Look at that splendid girl who spoke to us just now. She might have been a duchess, only she is too handsome. And yet you saw the shadow of the tragedy in her eyes. Tregarthen ought to be made to get his own living or starve. If we could only persuade him to take a voyage round the world! Shall we save these people, Mary?”




  Mary’s eyes gleamed. “Yes, yes,” she cried. “The lesson shall be taught—taught kindly if possible, but taught all the same. It seems horrible to think of famine in connection with a paradise like this. That man must be brought to his knees. If not, we will invoke the aid of the Great Secret.”




  Miriam nodded approval. What the Great Secret was and how it affected Tregarthen will be seen all in good time. For the present Mary pleaded a wholesome and unromantic hunger, and a desire for the Sanctuary and rest.




  The Sanctuary was over beyond the flower garden, they were told, amongst the orchards where the apple trees were, and whence came the cider in due season. The two visitors climbed up and looked down into the valley. Then they turned to one another with a cry of admiration and delight.




  A shelving broken valley lay below them, a green pleasance fed and watered by a stream fringed by ferns—maidenhair, kingfern, and the like. There were hundreds of trees in the orchards, apple trees just touched with tender emerald points where the buds were bursting. And back in the valley was a long low stone house covered to the quaint twisted chimneys with creepers, out of which mullioned windows peeped. A more perfect specimen of an old abbey it was impossible to imagine. All about it lay wide green lawns gay with flowers.




  “It is Tennyson’s ‘haunt of ancient peace,’” Mary cried. “We only want the moan of doves, and the murmur of innumerable bees to complete the picture. Did you ever see anything so lovely? And to think that we are actually going to live in that delightful place!”




  Miriam was duly enthusiastic. Perhaps she was also thinking of the frost and snow, and of the tragedy in Jane’s splendid eyes. And the man who owned this paradise in his ignorance and folly seeing the tragedy of those eyes day by day yet doing nothing to avert it.




  “I’ll fight him,” she thought, “fight him and beat him on his own ground. No mortal man has the right to play Providence like this.”




  Mary just caught the last few words. “But he starves with his own people,” she said.




  “Fine excuse, truly,” Miriam cried. “I knew a girl, a rich girl, who would have given her opinion with considerable freedom to a less picturesque host than ours. Don’t let the glamour of it overwhelm you, Mary; don’t blind your eyes to that man’s awful folly. I could render the place rich and prosperous in a year without so much as brushing the dew off a single illusion. It’s monstrous, Mary, perfectly monstrous. Every woman here has her living in her own hands, and a good one, too. Don’t you remember what the diary said about the Spanish lace?”




  Mary recollected. It was all coming back to her now.




  “But suppose the art is lost,” she suggested. “My ancestress, Marcia, had it, and so had two other women in the island. They learnt it from the survivors of the Spanish galleon after the defeat of the Armada. It was a great art, the making of that Spanish lace. I saw some of it in Paris the other day, modern make, quite, and they asked me ten guineas a yard for it——”




  “And you bought it, of course?” Miriam smiled.




  “I plead guilty,” Mary admitted. “It was like a lovely cobweb. And to think that once they made that kind of lace here, to think that somebody on the island may still possess the art. Do you think it possible that such can be the case, Miriam?”




  Miriam shook her head and pointed towards the Sanctuary.




  “Let us go and see,” she said. “There is a deal of promiscuous knowledge to be gained by asking questions.”




  III — THE SANCTUARY
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  A BROAD path, bordered on each side by flowers, led down to the Sanctuary, and an old sun-dial with some monkish inscription stood before the open door. It was all singularly quiet and beautiful, and yet everything was strongly eloquent of poverty, from the bare windows to the rusty lichen strewn apple trees with which the homestead was surrounded.




  “A wholesale pruning of these trees would be an advantage,” Miriam said critically. “All this is monkish, and mediaeval, and distinctly Romanish. And yet Tregarthen is a Protestant. What does it mean?”




  “In the brave old days, Tregarthens were Catholics,” Mary explained. “The only one in the family who made a noise in the world was Rupert Tregarthen, who took a prominent part in the Reformation. It is all in the diary, and accounts for this monastery here.”




  They passed under a noble archway into a cloistered quadrangle beyond. On the smooth green a number of rooms or cells abutted, shaded by the long delicate tracery of the cloisters. At the far end was one large lofty room once a chapel, doubtless, but now used as a refectory, or common dining-hall. In the centre of the lawn, round what had once been a fountain, a little group had gathered.




  They were men and women, old, and past work. As Mary turned round she saw a second refectory, and this she judged correctly to be given over to the men. But just for the moment she was more fascinated by the group round the ruined fountain. How old and worn and faded they looked, and yet how clean!




  Their life’s work was finished, and they were in the autumn of their days. They seemed perfectly happy and comfortable in the sunshine. It seemed impossible to connect famine and starvation and death with these people, for they sat amongst flowers, the Atlantic surges were the music of their dreams, and the air they breathed was the breath of life itself.




  They turned towards the newcomers with that frank free gaze Mary and her companion had noticed in Jane and Gervase Tretire. There was no adulation, no class difference here, not even in Tregarthen’s case, though they would have done anything for him. They bowed gravely, and one, a very old white-haired palsied man, said something that sounded like a welcome. Then they fell to talking again, save for one woman, as if the strangers had not existed. Nothing could have been in better taste. They were talking of the sea, ever talking of the sea, the boats, the pilchards, the big take of mackerel ‘over to Trevose.’ Sometimes in bad weather they reverted fearfully to the flowers, but usually they had only one subject and that was the sea.




  One of the women detached herself from the group, and crossed over to Mary and Miriam. The former smiled in pure delight. She saw a woman well stricken in years, a woman bent with seven decades of trouble and care and anxiety. Once she had been tall, and she was still beautiful, despite her plain woollen dress. The fanlike cap on her head was no whiter than her abundant hair. There were wrinkles on her faded brown face, innumerable wrinkles like the markings on the rind of a melon, yet the cheeks were red, and the dark eyes clear as those of a child. She spoke slowly and quietly, with a gentle dignity. Dressed in satins, with family gems of price on her long slender fingers, she would have passed for the chatelaine of some great house; and she was talking to two ladies who were absolutely assured that they were in the presence of a third.




  “I am Naomi, widow of Isaac Polseath over to Garrow,” she said. “He and my two sons and my son-in-law, James Pengelly, were drowned nineteen years ago in the great storm in September. That is why I am here. They told me you were coming and I prepared your cells for you. We sup at seven in the refectory yonder. Shall I show you your cells?”




  “You are very kind,” Mary said faintly. It was all she could say. Nothing but good breeding prevented her from staring Naomi out of countenance. Up to now she was the greatest surprise in this surprising island.




  “Was your husband a fisherman?” Miriam asked.




  “Yes, sure. We have all been fishermen since time out of mind, until the day when Tregarthen brought the flowers here. Many a time I have helped with the fish, and sailed the boat, too, for my poor master who is gone. But please to come this way.”




  Mary followed wondering. She hoped that she had not gaped, that Naomi had not caught her with her mouth wide open. In all her experience and all her reading she had never come upon anything like this before. She had lost the power of asking questions. Even Miriam, who was a perfect interrogation point, was silent. She saw the small stone-flagged cell, lighted by a high pointed window exquisitely traced; she saw the spotless white bed, the open grate, and the cupboard containing one or two plain cooking utensils. On the bed lay a blue woollen gown. Opposite was a table with an unframed fragment of looking-glass. Mary did not know that this was a luxury pure and simple.




  “To-night my niece Ruth has cooked your mackerel and potatoes,” Naomi explained. “Tomorrow she will teach you how to do it for yourselves. You must not mind Ruth: rare impulsive and headstrong she is. Never was a body on Tregarthen before like Ruth. But a good girl in the main.”




  “I am sure of it,” Mary cried. “My dear kind Naomi!”




  But the elder woman had gone, had slipped away with tact and feeling. She had indicated by a glance the woollen dress lying on the bed. Mary slipped hers on and gazed at herself critically in the fragmentary looking-glass.




  “An admirer of mine once remarked that I could not look bad in anything,” she said sententiously. “On the whole I fancy I shall survive the uniform. On the other hand, you will look a perfect fright.”




  “I would rather have my brains than your beauty,” said Miriam, calmly. “You are intoxicated with the place at present, but to-morrow you will not rest till you have had your needle and cotton at work and fitted that frock properly. Tregarthen may despoil you of your Redfern’s and Worth’s gowns, but he can’t very well ask you to remove your Worth’s corset. When that dress fits you you will look as beautiful as ever, Mary.”




  “I don’t think there is any doubt about it,” Mary said serenely.




  A wonderful evening, a delightful evening, truly! First of all there was that magnificent old refectory dimly lighted by candles, its marvellous tracing peeping out of the Rembrandt shadows, the carvings on the walls, the wonderful windows. Then there were the long tables covered with coarse white cloths and gay with flowers. There were perhaps fifty women in the refectory altogether, the aged who lived in the cloistered sanctuary, and their younger relations who were permitted to reside with them and see to their wants when not engaged in the struggle for bread.




  For meat there was fish and potatoes and bread, eaten off wooden platters. For drink there was tea in small quantities, and a thin hard repulsive cider, the vin du pays that caused Miriam to regret the want of the pruning-knife in the orchards. A white-haired woman, far older than Naomi, sat at the head of the table and said a long quaint grace, then they fell to and ate slowly and with refinement. Mary, who had seen costly feasts ravished in famous restaurants, was greatly pleased.




  “They are never in a hurry,” she murmured, “which is in itself a sign of good breeding. Miriam, has it occurred to you that these good fisher-folks are ladies and gentlemen?”




  “They each have a clear pedigree of seven hundred years,” Miriam replied. “They don’t drink, and they don’t swear, and they have nothing to excite their cupidity. I wonder if they grow peas in the island.”




  “What do you mean by that, you inconsequent creature?”




  “Well, I was wondering how they would eat them. You will observe we have merely two-pronged forks. You can’t eat peas with two-pronged forks, steel or otherwise. And I am morally certain that no soul here could so far defile himself as to put his knife in his mouth. Let us stay here till the green-pea season, and solve the mystery.”




  Mary laughed that clear wholesome laugh of hers, at some remark of her companion, and a girl opposite looked up. Mary immediately grew grave again, for she was critically regarding the most beautiful creature she had ever seen in her life. Mary was so fair herself, and so frankly aware of her own loveliness that she could afford to recognize beauty in others. She saw a perfectly oval brown face, a complexion as pure as running water, with the exquisite rose pink under the tan. A haughty face, a real patrician face with short upper lip, arched eyebrows, and a nose thin and arched also. She saw a pair of dark grey eyes that seemed to speak, so full of expression were they. It was a wilful face, too, the face of one who understands, and suffers, and rebels against the suffering. Here was a girl who, if you could only make a friend of her, would lay down her life for you. Lastly, it was the face of a girl who was educated.




  “Did you ever see anything like her?” Mary whispered.




  “Never,” Miriam replied, with perfect sincerity. “And what a figure! And what a face! Keen and strong, and educated, too. Another wonder, Mary. Where did that girl get her education from?”




  “I wonder who she is?” Mary said inconsequently. “We’ll ask Naomi. Miriam, I am going to try and make a friend of that girl; something draws me towards her. And I fancy she is well inclined to us.”




  Impulsively Mary nodded across the table and smiled. Instantly the suggestion of hauteur and uncertainty in the girl’s face vanished, and she smiled in reply; a frank charming smile it was.




  “What a sensation she would create in Society,” said Miriam. “Here is a girl half starving on an island who would be a duchess at least in a year. And yet I dare say she is engaged to some fisher lad who has no ambition beyond a hut and a boat of his own.”




  “There’s ambition enough in her,” said Mary. “When the meal is over and that dear old Mother Shipton yonder has returned thanks, we’ll go and ask Naomi.”




  The meal was over at length, the candles were extinguished, and the company slowly departed. They took no notice whatever of the strangers, everything was in perfectly good taste. Mary followed Naomi along the cloisters.




  “May I come in for a moment,” she asked, “or do I intrude?”




  “Come in, my dear, come in,” was the reply. “I make an aim to sit down and read the Good Book for half an hour before I lay my old bones down to rest. But there’s plenty of time. Come in.”




  Mary entered, followed by Miriam. Like everything else they had seen, the place was spotlessly clean. I believe the expression that you could eat your dinner off the floor is the correct one under the circumstances where the good housewife is concerned. One or two pictures, almanac style, graced the stone walls. But they were pictures of the sea, always the sea.




  “May I ask you a question?” said Mary. “There was a girl seated opposite me to-night. Any one so beautiful——”




  Mary paused, conscious that somebody had entered the room. She turned round to see the very girl standing behind her.




  “Mary Blenkiron and Miriam Murch,” Naomi said, “this is Ruth.”




  The girl inclined her head somewhat haughtily. And yet there was a quiver of the lips and a luminous moisture in her eyes. Mary held out her hand.




  “I am pleased to know you, Ruth,” she said. “Will you call me Mary?”




  The girl caught the hand almost passionately. “That I will,” she cried. “Ah, if you only knew how I had longed for something like this, longed for the day when… . and—and God bless you, Mary!”




  IV — THE ISLAND
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  MARY positively refused to go any further for the present. She was tired and happy and lazy, for it had been one of those Days of Rare Delight that come to us all at times, days that we frame in golden memories and varnish with sweet recollections. She had been up early; she had seen the sun gild the latticed windows and the quaint twisted chimney-stacks of the Sanctuary; she had seen the brown shadows chased from the cloisters and the children playing on the green. These latter treated her with a superb scorn, a shy scorn that was yet perfectly self-possessed. Mary had seen Courts, had even backed breathlessly from Royalty itself, but she had seen no self-possession like unto this.




  It was the same with all of them; men, women, and children alike. They answered her with straight and fearless eyes and a consciousness of complete social equality that still irritated this petted Democrat a little. They were poor folk, they were dreadfully ignorant and conceited (twin sisters, these), but they were certainly refined and there was no trace of vulgarity about them. It seemed almost impossible to believe that these broad-chested, straight-limbed men who carried themselves like princes should be unable to read. Assuredly Tregarthen had a deal to answer for.




  Mary had seen the cottages, small and clean and yet eloquent with poverty; she had conversed with men and women and had looked into their eyes. And in all the eyes was the shadow of the tragedy, the haunting fear of hunger. Even the children had it.




  Now, according to the tenets of all the smug philosophers, these people should have been utterly and entirely happy. They had no rent or taxes to pay, every householder was technically owner of his lands and hereditaments. A tithe of his earnings went to Tregarthen, who handled all the money, and the rest belonged to the tiller of the soil. There were no public-houses, no newspapers, and no post-office. There was a lovely island and a climate as perfect as any God has vouchsafed to the British Isles. Obviously, then, it was the duty of these people to be happy. They should have run races, garlanded themselves with flowers, and danced to the sackbut and hautboy.




  But they did none of these things, albeit they were a hardy and well-nourished race. They had no sports, no conversation beyond the eternal sea and the prospects of narcissus and daffodil, they seldom laughed or smiled because the phantom of starvation was always before them. Mary thought of it angrily. Tregarthen could stop this by the raising of his hand. He should stop it, and she would compel him to do so. In the first place she would try argument, logic, and all the rest of it, and if that failed the great coup should be sprung. If Tregarthen only knew!




  It seemed to Mary that she had seen everything. She had seen the harvest of the flowers going forward, she had seen the mile-long endless cable by which the baskets of blooms were transferred to the mainland at such time as the Atlantic ground-swell came reeling across the bay. She had seen Tregarthen’s partially ruined castle on the headland where the lord of the island kept his solitary state. Time was when Tregarthen Castle had been a fortress of note, a ruin spoken of in legends and woven into fireside tales. As yet Mary had not explored its gloomy grandeur; that, she hoped, was to come. For the present she was interested in the human document with the aid of Miriam and Ruth who had been impressed into the service. Ruth had harvested her flowers before the sun was on them.




  Mary was seated on the crest of the Valley of Contrasts. The spot had no official name of the kind, but it was even as Mary had described it. In front the tossed, wind-blown sandhills trended to the beach-dunes ruffled and quilled with weeds and carpeted with sea-pinks. Wild and desolate was this side with the chain of rocks, below this the firm reaches of sand stretched, and then the sea, blue as sapphire, and curling in from the Atlantic in huge long-crested waves, which broke thundering on the sands or carried up to the ramparts of the mainland, and dashed to pieces there like mile upon mile of exquisite billowy lace. The stagnant air trembled with the thunder of the breaking rollers, across the track of the sun a diaphanous haze of spray hung. Here you had all the spectacle of a great storm at sea with never a breath of wind to ruffle the head of a budding daffodil. And all this within five hours of London, so please you.




  That is what lay on one side; the great crinkled face and the mighty voice of the Atlantic, the sweetest air under heaven, and just at the back of the sand dunes, where Mary was sitting, the edge of a valley which is a perfect paradise of flowers and waving foliage. It was like sitting on the edge of two climates. Practically speaking, it was a mere matter of shelter from the winds. One side of a tree might be blown sand and sea-pinks, the other a smiling oasis. Mary broke out enthusiastically.




  “I should like to stay here always,” she said.




  Ruth laughed. There was something hopeless in the sound, a something suggestive of dark, screaming nights and the breaking up of boats in it.




  “You wouldn’t,” she said. “I have seen Paradise turned into a howling desert by the frosty breath of one night. How redly the sun goes down! Did you ever see anything so magnificent as the crimson flush of that big sea?”




  Mary was moved by it, and said so. Again Ruth laughed.




  “It looks like frost,” she replied. “Maybe the wind may shift a point or two south and carry it away. Frost is our nightmare at this time of the year. If it comes, not a flower yonder will be worth gathering in the morning. You see, we are too close to the mainland—if we were ten miles out to sea we should be better off. If the frost comes we are ruined. We shall have to struggle on as best we can till spring comes again. It happened two years ago… . God grant you may never see such a sight as that. And the pilchards had failed, so there was little to expect from the villagers over to Trevose. Many of the children died, even strong men perished. And the pity of it is that it could have been so easily averted.”




  “Who by?” Miriam asked sharply.




  “By Tregarthen. Tregarthen is a good man, he loves his people heart and soul, but in some things he is no more than a madman. He is king here, and we are his subjects. And we would do anything for him. But he will do nothing for us because it is a crime for women to work, and he fears the greed of gold that business would bring. Can you do nothing for us?”




  Ruth’s eyes were gleaming, her hands were outstretched passionately. She walked up and down the spit of sand with the sinuous grace of a tiger. In all the fair picture was nothing fairer than this.




  “I can do a great deal for you, Ruth,” Mary said. “I am rich, for one thing; and there are other means at my disposal. But if there are others in the island who feel as you do——”




  “There are none, except perhaps my dear Naomi, and she is old and fearsome. I am the only snake in the paradise—I and Gervase Tretire. And I feel all these things because I have read and studied, and I understand.”




  “Oh, oh! So you have read and studied?” said Miriam. “Where?”




  “It is a secret. You must not tell anybody. My Naomi taught me to read. Then the Rector of St. Minver over to Trevose took an interest in me and he lent me books. Mr. Guy is a scholar and a gentleman, and he has a fine library. I have read nearly all his books. I know Shakespeare, and Milton, and Addison, and Steele, and Tennyson, and Shelley. And I know Kant, and Adam Smith, and Mill also. If these people here knew what I know and feel, they would burn me for a witch likely. And yet it is all for them; for their sakes I could make Tregarthen blossom like a rose. You may say that it does so now; but not always, not always. You are not laughing at me?”




  She paused, with a sudden suspicion in her splendid eyes. Mary was touched, and even the loose lines of Miriam’s mouth were quivering.




  “I am very far from laughing at you, dear Ruth,” Mary said gently. “I am going to try and do something for Tregarthen, and you shall be my ally. Yet it would be a thousand pities to see anything like trade or commerce here. Come, I see you have thought out a way to physical salvation.”




  Ruth sat down, and her eyes ceased to dilate.




  “I have prayed for something like this,” she murmured. The dying saffron of the day was on her face and glorified it. “You are rich, and you have told me you have Tregarthen blood in your veins. Don’t leave us here to starve again. Fight Tregarthen; bring him to his senses. Make him understand that woman has a mission in life that is not all crystallized in the bearing and care of children.”




  “That is not original, Ruth,” Miriam said demurely.




  “I fancy it is Spencer,” Ruth admitted. “But you know what I mean. The men here could grow the flowers and catch the fish, but we want something to fall back upon when the flowers fail and the pilchards are shy. We want summer, and spring, and autumn visitors; in fact, visitors all the year round. Rector Guy up to St. Minver came here to die of consumption three years ago. You will see for yourself what a testimonial to our air he is when he comes over to conduct service on Sunday afternoons. But what we want is some other staple industry.”




  Mary smiled. She couldn’t help it. It seemed so strange to hear this glorious untamed daughter of the sea and sand discoursing learnedly of staple industries, and supply and demand, and the like. But Ruth saw nothing of this.




  “Give us that and I will ask for nothing more,” she said. “For the rest we are the model of a Christian commonwealth. We have no rents or taxes, we give a tithe to Tregarthen. The bad years he suffers, the good years he benefits. All we want is something we can work at all the year round.”




  Mary nodded thoughtfully. She looked from the climbing spume thundering on the cliffs away behind to the valley where the harvest of the flowers was going on. She felt the salt breath of the sea on her face. High overhead the gulls were calling. The boats of Trevose were drifting with the tide in the harbour.




  “It must be something ideal,” she said. “Something refined and dreamy. A Chicago man would recommend pigs. Fancy pigs in Tregarthen!”




  “Don’t,” Miriam said. “Don’t, Mary.”




  “Very well, I won’t. It all comes of having a father who never talked anything but dollars, except when he varied his discourse with shares. Certainly we don’t want any dollars or shares here. Painting or carving—perhaps children’s toys. There is a good deal of latent poetry in Dutch dolls if you properly appreciate the subject. Then there is spinning; Tregarthen tweed, for instance, with the smell of the thyme in it. I could get Worth to make me a few gowns. What do you say to Tregarthen homespuns?”




  Ruth looked up eagerly. The poor child had a wide and promiscuous education, but she was not of the world, and she had not learnt to laugh at things. The tragedy of the empty cupboard is a long way removed from persiflage that often covers an aching heart.




  “Where are you going to get your sheep?” asked Miriam the practical. “I have a far better suggestion than that. Lace-making is the occupation for Tregarthen. Ruth, is the art lost in the island?”




  Ruth looked up with scared eyes.




  “Who told you about that?” she whispered.




  “It is all in the diary I told you about this morning,” Mary explained. “The art has been lost in Spain, but it was known here some century or two ago. Ruth, don’t tell me the art is lost here also.”




  Ruth looked around her, fearful lest the birds of the air had carried the story. She bent to her companion eagerly.




  “The art is alive,” she said. “Tregarthen found it out four years ago, and all the pillows and bobbins were destroyed except mine. It was Naomi who gave me the lace of her own making, and I took it to Exeter and sold it for twelve pounds. That money kept Tregarthen for six weeks. But Tregarthen was furious, and Naomi destroyed almost everything. I didn’t—I couldn’t do it. Give us that industry, and Tregarthen knows sorrow and hunger no more.”




  “And you can do it?” Mary asked.




  “I can do it,” Ruth replied proudly; “but Naomi can do it better. And it’s lovely. Shall I show you some of it to-night?”




  “Vive la revolution!“ Mary cried. “You shall, my dear, you shall.”




  And so the red flag of rebellion was raised.




  V — THE LACE AND ITS STORY
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  THE four conspirators sat in Naomi’s room. Ruth was uneasy, yet defiant, Naomi partly afraid, and with a look of shame that seemed strangely out of place on her frank, beautiful face. Mary and Miriam were calm. The door of the room was open to the cloister, for the night was warm, and the oil lamp cast lances of light upon the carved pillars, worn pavement, and smooth grass beyond. From the outer air, like the boom of a Titanic hive of bees, came the roar of the ground-swell. No light shone from any other cell, and it seemed as if they had the world to themselves. It was the eve of the revolution, and great events were to spring therefrom.




  “My dear life,” said Naomi. “I don’t know when I felt so ashamed of myself.”




  “You are a darling,” said Mary, incontinently and impulsively. “What wrong can you do by telling me the story of the lace?”




  Naomi murmured that it was not loyal to Tregarthen. He had interdicted the thing, and she had promised to spin her fairy cobwebs no longer; indeed, the Protector was under the impression that the bobbins and stays, and the quaint old cushions, had been destroyed. He had nearly broken Naomi’s heart at the same time; but it was a small matter. Flowers were all very well, but lace meant commerce and competition and the consequent moral degradation of all good and true Islanders.




  That Naomi was an artist Tregarthen did not know. He was not aware that her whole heart and soul thrilled and glowed in those slender fingers and expanded in the poetry of her weaving. She had bowed her head uncomplainingly, but something had gone out of her life at the same time. Suppose you took away from Mascagni his music, from Poynter or Alma Tadema their brushes and pigments, and bade them paint no more, you would not harm them less than the autocrat of Tregarthen harmed poor old Naomi. She cared nothing for the lucrative side of her art—it was Ruth who had insisted upon that—she only loved the beauty of it, for this aged woman—ignorant and uneducated—was a Cellini in thread, an Angelo in silk and flax, and Miriam read her like an open book.




  “It was a great deprivation to you,” Miriam said quietly.




  Naomi took the speaker’s hand in hers and pressed it convulsively. A deep light was shining in her eyes. Over the bridge of years these two women came together and understood one another, and Mary divined what was passing in their minds.




  “Ah, if you only knew!” Naomi murmured. “I loved it. My mother, who taught me the art, said I should make a better worker than herself, and maybe she was right. I began as a child; my fingers itched for the warp and the woof before I could speak plainly. Then I learnt to work without patterns; they came to me as I went along. I never thought about selling the lace, no such idea ever came into my mind. Sometimes one piece would take me as long as three years to complete. Let me show you.”




  Naomi was speaking fast and excitedly now. There was no fear of Tregarthen before her eyes. Here was an artist who for seventy years had lived neglected, and had at last found a critical and appreciative audience. She did not know that this was the happiest moment of her life, but it was. She did not know that she was going to show these strangers something beyond price, something that money could not buy.




  She crossed the flagged floor, and opened an oaken cupboard in the corner. From this she produced a cashmere shawl (there had been wreckers on Tregarthen in the dark ages), and from its folds a small handful of black tangle. Then the tangle was thrown over the table, and covered it with a wonderfully fine silken mesh showing a pattern that might have come from the dainty pencil of Inigo Jones, or Pugin, or some of the great Italian designers. The pattern wandered over the cobweb apparently without beginning or end, and yet the design was perfect with a masterful, definite, dainty purpose.




  Mary cried aloud in her delight. She had never seen anything so exquisite before. She poured out on Naomi a thousand extravagant but sincere compliments, she touched the diaphanous fabric as if fearful that it would shrivel up like butterfly down under her fingers.




  “You wonderful creature,” she said; “you did that yourself?”




  “Without a pattern,” Naomi replied. Her cheeks were glowing with honest pride, her eyes had grown marvellously young and bright again. “Five years it took me to do that. And Ruth doubts that it would fetch less’n a hundred golden sovereigns at Horton’s to Exeter.”




  Mary caught the square and draped it round her shoulders. It might have been four feet square, but weighed no more than a thistle-down.




  “You ridiculous old creature!” she exclaimed. “My dear creator, my very great artist, my original genius, you could not buy this in Paris for two thousand guineas! The art of the lace is lost, even the more antique stuff has no such texture and pattern as this! Naomi, you are an artist! With proper advantages your name would have been a household word in two hemispheres. Good Americans would make pilgrimages to see you. Noble painters, great connoisseurs, crowned heads would delight to do you honour. Your name would have lived in after years, as Benvenuto Cellini’s has done. Ask Miriam, ask anybody who knows anything about it.”




  Naomi laughed, with the tears in her voice. The praise was music to her, as praise from the critic of understanding ever is to the artist. Matthew Arnold might have conveyed what Mary conveyed more subtly, but the homage of the ordinary to the great achievement Naomi properly understood.




  “I am glad you like it,” she said. “Keep the shawl, my dear, and welcome.”




  Mary sank speechless into a chair. She had to finger the lace about her shoulders to feel that the whole thing was not some delirious delicious kind of dream. And what could you do with a dear, absurd old creature like this? Mary’s eyes were full of tears, that hung like crystals on her purple ashes. There had been the pain and joy and delight of conception and delivery—the mingled anguish and pleasure that goes with the production of good things—and she was only too pleased to see it pass into the hands of beauty and appreciation. She turned to Miriam doubtfully.




  “What shall I do?” she asked.




  “Keep it,” said Miriam. “Some of these dark nights an American heiress will be missing from the deck of an Atlantic liner, and subsequently the delightfully personal young men on the New York press will be chronicling the fact in cold print that ‘Miriam Murch is home again looking yellower and plainer than ever, and wearing a lace shawl that will make Fifth Avenue dudines sit up and purr.’ Naomi, you have given our Mary a priceless gift.”




  “She looks like a picture in it,” Naomi pleaded, with the air of one who asks a favour. “Let her keep it. I—I can make another.”




  “I dare say,” Miriam said. “But when you are gone, who can do as well?”




  Ruth looked up swiftly, defiantly. She had been honestly admiring Mary’s soft fair beauty. Her own dark loveliness flashed gloriously by the side of it. Not till then had Miriam noticed her long slender fingers.




  “I can,” the girl cried. “Don’t make any mistake about that. I’m not so cunning at it as Naomi, but I shall be in time. Let me show you.”




  From the old oaken cupboard she produced the pillow and bobbins and everything necessary for lace-making. A half-finished design was on the pillow. Directly the fascinated spectators saw those long fingers flashing and tossing amongst the bobbins they knew that the wandering art was safe here. The pillow was a large affair, a ponderous wooden block, but Ruth lifted it with ease.




  “How strong you are!” Mary murmured.




  “All the women are strong here,” Ruth said indifferently. “That is because of the life we lead. But see here, Mary Blenkiron. This pattern came from one of the Spanish galleons wrecked here after the defeat of the Armada. Two were saved—the wife and daughter of Captain Don Jose del Amanda. It was they who taught Tregarthen how to make this lace, and the daughter grew up and married one Ambrose Pengelly, who was an ancestor of mine. That is why I am dark, and that is also why I am rebellious and quarrelsome, and lacking in proper respect, Tregarthen says. But Tregarthen cannot rob me of my art, and cannot prevent my helping the island next time trouble comes, and I will tell him so.”




  She stood up there Cassandra-like, defiant. She might have been the good genius of the island fighting for light and freedom. She made a wonderful picture as she stood there in the gleam of the lamplight.




  “Not so loud,” Naomi said fearfully. “If Tregarthen should hear you!”




  A shadow fell athwart the open door and cut off the lances of light that played upon the brown stone cloister. Outside the booming of the sea seemed to rise higher.




  “He has heard you,” Tregarthen’s voice said.




  He stepped into the room, big, strong, majestic, with anger burning in his eye. He looked so regal, so masterful. And yet Miriam, who could read men, saw that the mouth was as the mouth of a dreamer often is—a little weak and irresolute. Most women would have been pleased to call this man master. With a little cry Naomi laid her white hands on the pillow as a mother might protect a child from danger.




  “Don’t be angry with me,” she cried. “Don’t be angry, Tregarthen.”




  Mary came forward swiftly. Her head was thrown back, her eyes were shining. This spoilt child of fortune had no mind to be treated like a schoolboy caught in an apple raid. Who was Tregarthen that he should lord it like this?




  “Be not afraid, good people,” she said, in her clear high-pitched tones. “There is nothing in the least to be afraid of. Naomi and Ruth have been showing me a specimen of their lacework, and instructing me how it is to be made. The piece I am wearing now is worth two thousand pounds. If you were not so blind and headstrong you would cultivate the gifts of your people and set them beyond the reach of want for ever.”




  Tregarthen started angrily. This was not at all the way to address a monarch on his own soil, and in face of his own people. But Mary was angry, and the right of free speech is the most cherished of American institutions. Tregarthen would have been loth to own it, but he never admired a woman more than he admired Mary at this moment.




  “I have heard those stock arguments over and over again. I could sell my island and retire in comfort any time. With your western contempt for things established, it would be hopeless to make you understand. Be good enough to hand that lace to me. The rest will be destroyed to-morrow.”




  Mary paused in the reply that was intended to overwhelm Tregarthen once and for all time. The Great Secret trembled on her lips, but she remembered it in time, and all the passion died out of her heart. She would give this man his chance—she would give him every opportunity of coming to reason. She would spare him now, much for the same reason that Father Mackworth spared Charles Ravenshoe.




  “You will do nothing of the kind,” she said, with dignity. “I have a claim on these things, for I have purchased them. And if you destroy them by force I will bring an action against you in the English Law Courts. I shall prove that you have deprived me of a valuable discovery, and I shall sue you for £10,000. It will cost you double that sum from first to last, and where will your precious island be then? You will have to sell it, and your people will fight you in their new prosperity. Do you understand, Tregarthen?”




  A shaft of common sense had touched him, for he smiled uneasily. There was a good deal of force in what Mary said, and a just monarch should ever be an upholder of the sacred rights of property. As he moved back Ruth came forward and threw herself at his feet. She caught his right hand to her lips, she burst out into wild and passionate speech.




  “Give it back to us, Tregarthen,” she cried. “Give it back to us, because we love it, and because it puts the bread into our mouths. Don’t be hard, Tregarthen. Remember what happened two years ago. And the red light was on Tintagel as the sun went down; so help me Heaven.”
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  Nothing could have been finer, or more intense and dramatic. Ruth had utterly abandoned herself to the feelings of the moment. She was a queen pleading on her knees for the lives of her people. Under the bronze of Tregarthen’s face a red flush was creeping. Gently, yet masterfully, he raised Ruth.




  “You must not kneel to me,” he said. “You are forgetting. And if the red light was on Tintagel, the Lord’s will be done.”




  He bent his head as if an unheard prayer had passed from his heart to the gate of his lips, then the mingled look of obstinacy and fanaticism that Mary had noticed before came over his face. He looked big and strong enough to ward off any disaster, and yet Mary felt that strength to be illusory. In an odd way she contrasted him in her mind with a fine piece of china, a handsome painted vase as yet unfused and hardened in the fire. Once through the furnace, there was the making of a man here.




  Ruth turned away hopelessly. Her passion had spent its force as a wave beats itself out against the rocks. The promised land was in sight, the pilot aboard, and yet the captain deliberately swung his prow from the haven. Tregarthen turned to go, but Mary followed him. She came up to him, Miriam behind her, just as he passed beyond the shadow of the Sanctuary.




  “You are bent upon this mad thing?” she asked.




  “You are bent also on keeping the lace and the patterns?”




  “Of course. Why destroy that which is priceless? Some day you will listen to reason—oh yes, you will, though you shake your head. What is the meaning of this red light on Tintagel?”




  “The sign of a frost, sometimes severe, sometimes slight. If it comes badly all the flowers will be destroyed. In any case the flowers on the uplands must go.”




  “That is where the Lees’ and the Hawkens’ and the Braunds’ cottages are. If their flowers are destroyed, what becomes of them?”




  “They will retire for a time into the Sanctuary, of course.”




  “And yet you can prevent this? You have only to hold out your hand, and the tragedy will depart from the island for ever. You are the most wicked and selfish man I ever met in my life.”




  “I will not argue with you,” Tregarthen retorted. “And I will not have any more of that lace manufactured in the island. You are not to return it to Naomi.”




  “I will not return those patterns till you ask me to do so.”




  “And that will be never.”




  Mary looked towards the sheaves of stars piled high in the bending dome, and she smiled. But Tregarthen could not see that.




  “I will not return them,” she repeated demurely, “till you ask me to do so.”




  She turned away as Tregarthen strode homeward, with a feeling that he had got the better of the argument.




  “I shall have to conquer that girl,” he told himself.




  Meanwhile the others made their way back to the cells. Miriam was smiling demurely.




  “There is a man who will have to be conquered,” she said. “He imagines in his blind conceit and ignorance that he has got the best of our Mary. That exalted monarch does not know our Mary and the power she wields. It will be a pleasant surprise for him when it comes.”




  Mary smiled in reply, but dreamily.




  “Do you know,” she admitted, “I like Tregarthen. I fancy that I could become very fond of that man.”




  VI — THE RECTOR
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  WITH the morning the great ground-swell died away, the grey swinging battalions no longer smote upon the cliffs, the boats were dancing upon the wrinkled blue bay. Out of a perfect sky the sun was shining, moreover the threatened frost had not come, for Mary had been upon the uplands before breakfast to see.




  A kindly-looking man with grey hair and keen features stood talking to Miriam as Mary came up. His eyes were at once the eyes of a fighter and a scholar. His clean shaven lips were keen and humorous. His dress was a compromise between that of a parson and a sportsman, item, tweed trousers tucked into sea boots and correct clerical waistcoat and tie, item, a worn Norfolk jacket and a battered cap of sorts. A tall wiry man, keen as a hawk and kindly as a dove, a disappointed man who had been driven from the front rank by a physical disorder and forced back to pure air and quiet—for there are some who cannot live in towns. His disappointment had given a certain pungency to this man’s speech. For the rest he who had once been in the running for a bishopric was perforce curate-in-charge of St. Minver ‘up to Trevose,’ where every man was a Dissenter and where the church congregation could be counted on the fingers. Thus the Reverend Reginald Guy, prince of gentlemen and best of good fellows.




  “This is Mr. Guy, Rector of St. Minver,” Miriam explained.




  “Who has come begging, Miss Blenkiron,” Guy explained. “Possibly the fact may not astonish you. A friend of mine says that the sturdiest beggars of all are to be found in the Establishment. But my alms are a favour. Lady Greytown, who is by way of being related to my wife, writes that you are down here for a time. We should take it as a great favour if you will come and stay with us for a day or two. We see so few people from the towns here excepting in the summer when Trevose has its complement of visitors. Will you come?”




  Guy’s tone was almost pleading. Mary understood the loneliness of these good, refined, educated people amidst the beauty and ignorance of the place. She looked at Miriam and nodded.




  “We will come with pleasure,” she said. “I was once on the Pacific coast for six months, after an illness, and I can quite understand your feelings.”




  They pushed off in the boat presently, having changed their dresses in defiance of Tregarthen. They were good women and original ones, but they had not the sheer audacity to present themselves to Mrs. Guy in blue woollen frocks, the waists of which were under their arms. Then they landed on the long razor-backed piece of sand that constituted Trevose harbour, where the fishermen were lounging with the boats pulled beyond high water. The fishers stared coolly yet not insolently, but never a one lent a hand to parson’s boat though they accepted his speech with benign toleration. On the whole Mary gathered the impression that they were sorry for him.




  “Are they intolerably rude or intolerably lazy?” Mary asked. “Is there some blistering sin for a Dissenter to help a Churchman?”




  “Not a cardinal sin,” Guy smiled. “I dare say they would look for forgiveness in time. The men condescend to speak to me, they come to my reading-room and use my bagatelle board and smoke my tobacco. But it is tacitly understood that I am in no way to tamper with their spiritual welfare, or lead them towards Romish practices. The parson has his uses all the same. He is expected to approach Lord Greytown when they want anything, he has to get up subscriptions when there is a boat lost or the nets have to be abandoned. In the summer all the people let their houses, and every prospective tenant is referred to me. I write something like five hundred letters every summer.”




  “And yet they won’t touch your boat,” Mary said.




  “Well, they are a queer people. Till I came down here I had but a hazy idea what independence of character means. And they are proud. It is their constant boast that they are Cornishmen. Now, I can understand a man being proud to call himself a Briton, or else a Scot or Irishman. But why this conceit because one happens to see the light on the peninsula called Cornwall?”




  “Pretty, but poor,” Miriam said. “A county tied up with bits of string. But you didn’t tell us why they refused to handle your boat.”




  “That is an old story,” Guy explained. “These men live on their fishing. They have one of the finest fishing grounds round our coast—The Golden Ground it is called. And yet they go on hook and lining as they have done for generations, catching cod and mackerel, selling them to the hucksters for so much or so little, generally so little, per hundred. But there are choice ground fish here by the score. So, by way of an object lesson, I bought an otter trawl, and the first day I went out I got a catch of soles that I sold on the beach for thirty-two shillings. Of course the money was expended in charity, but since then not one of them will touch my boat.”




  They passed up the steep causeway from the village with the whitewashed cottages clustering on either side. From end to end of Trevose no house stood alone. In the good old times, when the wrecking and smuggling was a madder and better paying game than fishing, this had been an advantage, for one house opened into another, and when the preventive officers came hotfoot on the trail they came only to be baffled by the rabbit warren called Trevose. All this Guy explained in his chatty, cheery way.




  [image: ]




  “And here we are,” he said. “This is my house.”




  A pleasant white cottage it was, standing in the hollow and girt by trees. On each side a wing had been built out and was already covered with creepers; to the right lay the garden, and the lawn itself was in the shadow of the grey square-towered church, the church that had been empty since John Wesley blazed across the Tamar, and set all Cornwall afire to the new creed. For they are stern men and tempestuous in Cornwall, under a placid exterior, and the tranquil doctrines of the Church are not to their liking.




  Mrs. Guy came out to meet them, a tall handsome woman, with lovely blue eyes, and the charm of manner that comes with breeding and contact with gentlefolks. Only Reginald Guy himself guessed what his wife had given up when she came down from the world and high places for his sake.




  “To say that I am glad to see you is a mere figure of speech,” she said, with a charming smile. “Let me show you to your rooms, and then we will have luncheon, which really is dinner, at one o’clock.”




  Everything was sweet and fresh and wholesome there, everything good and in the best of taste. There were flowers everywhere, the whole house was fragrant with them. The meal was simple and unpretentious, but a duchess might have sat down to it. And the rector’s conversation was refreshing as a well-mixed salad.




  “You see, there are three sorts of pie on the table,” he said. “Pies and pastry exhaust our gastronomic imagination. Do you know why the devil never came to Cornwall, Miss Murch?”




  “I give it up,” Miriam smiled.




  “Because he was afraid they would put him in a pie. We immure everything that way. Some little time ago I had a hare sent me. You must know that a hare is a great rarity in these parts. The very day that hare arrived, the cook made a pie of it. It was a great grief to me.”




  Mary sat listening. The shadow of the church was on her face, she could see the grey pinnacles glistening in the sun. She felt too languid and sleepy and restful for conversational effort.




  “Do I understand that you are not really the rector?” she asked.




  “That is the fact,” Guy explained. “I do the work and draw the stipend, but the rector is Mr. Tregarth of Tregarth Court. You see, he went into the Church for family reasons, and when his elder brother died, five years ago, and he came into the property, he gave up regular spiritual work. He is at home now, and you will have the privilege of hearing him preach to-morrow. A clever man who had a serious love disappointment in early life, he is a little eccentric. Nobody takes any notice. Would you like to look at the church? It is over seven hundred years old, and we have some really fine glass here.”




  Mary rose promptly. “I am a good American,” she laughed, “and you can always catch me with a bait of old architecture. If you could move your church bodily to Chicago I know a man who would give two million dollars for it.”




  “And we can’t half fill it,” Guy said sadly. “How hard I tried when I came here. My congregation and my choir do not total half a hundred. I fear that past apathy had much to answer for. At one time I had only myself and the organist—and my wife is the organist.”




  “I have been many things in my time,” Mrs. Guy laughed. “We don’t mind it so much now, but it was an awful disappointment at first. Here is the parish church where scarcely anybody ever comes, whilst down in the village of nine hundred souls they have three chapels—Wesleyan, Baptist, and Bible Christian. And yet all the Trevose people who die are buried here, and Reggie reads the service.”




  “And the bodies are carried up a hill seven hundred feet from the village,” Guy explained. “There is absolutely no hearse in the village. But there is something very simple and very touching and pathetic in a fisherman’s funeral.”




  They wandered out of the house at length, across the lawn and into the grey brown shadows of the old church. Here were many monuments and mural tablets to dead and gone Tregarths who seemed to have been great people in these parts years agone. And on the Sunday morning the visitors had the pleasure of seeing the head of the family conducting the entire service. Out of respect to the keen-visaged, white-haired old man, many people had come to church who usually abstained. There might have been a hundred of them altogether, retired ‘captains’—you could not throw a stone down Trevose street without hitting a ‘captain’—a sprinkling of lean, sunbaked farmers, with the bent shaking pensioners in the free seats, and the Tregarth Court servants behind them.




  Then a strange thing happened, so strange a thing that I should hesitate to record it but for the fact that there are good men and true who can testify to the truth of it. Moreover, it had happened so often that none took heed of it at Trevose. The aged rector had given out the public notices in his loud strident voice, had published the banns of marriage between Rebecca May and Roland Tregavenny, both of this parish—and both present smiling, not unmindful of their large bulk in the public eye—and then the rector proceeded thus—




  “And this is to give notice that a month from to-morrow, Job Hawken, an idle fellow and a most incompetent groom, quits my service. As also does Jane Bishop, who broke three Dresden china dishes last Thursday.”




  Mary pinched herself to make quite sure that she was awake. She glanced fearfully round the church expecting some outburst of feeling. But nobody seemed to have heard anything unusual. The recalcitrant Job, and the equally recreant Jane, grinned uncomfortably, and there was an end of the matter. After the service was over Mr. Tregarth joined Guy and his party in the churchyard. Mary was too fascinated to do more than respectfully gaze at him.




  He looked like a gentleman with his commanding face, yet he wore a woollen shirt, and a most amazingly rusty black suit, a suit that old inhabitants could recall any time the last fifty years. No self-respecting ploughman or labourer would have been seen in such garments on the sabbath day. In no case would the village have permitted such a thing.




  “These ladies are from America,” Guy explained.




  “Indeed, indeed,” Mr. Tregarth muttered. “What do they come for? Young lady, what do you come here for?”




  “I came to see Tregarthen,” Mary said pleasantly. “He is a distant connection of mine. My ancestors came from here.”




  Over a pair of large silver-rimmed glasses Mr. Tregarth looked keenly.




  “What do you think of the man Tregarthen?” he demanded.




  Mary was of opinion that he was a little wrong-headed.




  The keen eyes gleamed. Tregarth bounced his ebony cane on the pavement.




  “A visionary, a dreamer, a fool,” he cried. “Actually had the impudence to tell me no honest man ever went into business. Says every business man is bound to be a knave. You are an American and you are rich. Oh, I can see your frock is made in Paris, though I wear a coat that isn’t worth sixpence. Marry Tregarthen, force him to fall in love with you, and then take him to see the world. Get to the bottom of him, and he is a good fellow. At present he is a deplorable ass. Good day.”




  Tregarth raised his hat and kissed his fingers with a fine gallant air, ridiculously out of keeping with his rusty coat, and hobbled out of the churchyard.




  “A gentleman and a good man,” said Guy, “though he loves to be taken for a tramp. Once a new servant threw him off the premises, and he was delighted.”




  “Show me some more types,” said Mary. “If you only knew how I am enjoying this! Can’t you bring me in contact with the fisher-folk?”




  “If you can stand the tobacco smoke,” said Guy. “I am taking the chair at a meeting in the village to-night where all are invited. This being the Jubilee year, we are seriously contemplating a memorial to celebrate the event. We meet to open a fund and make suggestions. You will have a good opportunity of seeing the fisherman at his best.”




  “Delightful!” Mary cried.




  “I would not miss it for worlds,” Miriam murmured. “Mr. Guy, I am glad that I came down here, I am glad to find so sweet a place. And it is good of you to take all this trouble for us.”




  “That is nonsense,” Eleanor Guy said cheerfully. “It is pure selfishness on our part. We shall be sorry when you have to go, for our own sakes. You have only seen the bright and best side up to now.”




  And with this dark speech Mrs. Guy led the way in to dinner.




  VII — VILLAGERS IN COUNCIL
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  THE boats had come in from the sea, the cod and ling and halibut and skate had been counted and sold at starvation rates to the Wadebridge hucksters, the Tres and Pols and Pens had gone home to clean up and don their Sunday suits of serge for the meeting. There was no talk of the sea to-night, no slow dissertation on the merits of Jim’s new boat or James’s new sails. They were all going to the meeting, though as yet they had not made up their minds as to what form the Jubilee offering would take. Old Jim Challen had one scheme and Mr. John Hawkes had another. They were old and ponderous rivals, these, opposed on the great question of Bait, opposed in religion, and as extreme as the poles in politics. If there were two social parties in Trevose they were the Challen and Hawkes parties. For the present opinion was pretty equally divided as to which party would carry the meeting. Like other great leaders, Challen and Hawkes had no mind to take their followers too far into their confidence. It was understood that they both had weighty schemes to propose, philanthropic works, large social improvements, and the like.




  Pressed by trusted lieutenants to divulge the nature of their scheme, the leaders shook their heads solemnly, and merely requested those under them to wait. Then they would look out to sea in respectful silence, doubtless revolving mighty matters in a brain that staggered before the stupendous task.




  An old tithe barn hard by the Coastguard had been despoiled of its herring nets, and swept and garnished for the occasion. There were forms borrowed from the schoolroom, a platform on tar barrels, and sundry odd oil-lamps that rendered the brown faces sombre, Rembrandtesque. Flanked by a few ‘captains’ and such gentry, the rector took the chair.




  Those toilers of the sea were slow, slack to catch a point, but terribly in earnest. They followed the rector’s neat opening address with a flattering attention. From where she was seated, Mary noted the swarth, mahogany faces with interest, for she recognized the great force behind the gathering. This was a little of the grim earnestness, a pinch of the mighty block of it that has made the British Empire what it is. She could imagine a ship come headlong into the bay before the snarling teeth of the gale, and every man there thrashing out his life to save her.




  The rector concluded his opening address with an invitation for suggestions. Throats were cleared here, and a scuffling of feet marked a lapse in the state of tension. As to the rector, he had quite an open mind on the matter. They were a poor community, and they could not expect to get much money together, certainly not more than fifty pounds. It was for them to lay this sum out to the best advantage.




  For a long time nobody spoke or moved. Challen turned a lamp up and then down again. Hawkes scraped his pipe noisily, filled it and puffed huge clouds. Then the two leaders smiled at each other darkly.




  “John Hawkes,” Challen said huskily, “d’ye hear me?”




  “Could hear ye above a gale a’most, James,” Hawkes said, not ungraciously.




  There was a growl of laughter, for this was repartee of a high order, a little personal, perhaps; but what would you have better than the model of the Commons?




  “What I was going to say——” Challen floundered. He had got his speech now, and was struggling to get in his depth. “What I was going to say is this. May happen you’ve gotten some sort of idea, and may happen you’ve not. But down to the quayhead a fortnight come Saturday I heard as how so to speak you had. If you have, why not speak it? You’re older than me, John.”




  “Less ‘un a year,” John Hawkes said, with great modesty. “Less ‘un a year, James. And I’ve never been far as Exeter, like some folk.”




  Challen generously waved the implied compliment to his superior travel aside. In sooth, both were eager to begin, and both too bashful to start. When the matter was discussed later in quay debate lasting the best part of a week, public opinion gave Challen a point over his age argument.




  “What I says is—let the older man begin,” Challen maintained stoutly.




  Applause followed. It seemed to lift John Hawkes unwillingly to his feet. He was a man of bulk, and the action of his skin was proceeding finely. The big red face glistened in the dim light.




  “I’ve been thinking,” he said, with a sigh for that painful operation. “And I’ve worked it all out. What do we live for here? what keeps us? Why, fish. And if there was no fish we should just starve. It’s hard work getting the fish, and it’s hard work getting a price for it afterwards. If so be as we could send our catch to Wadebridge, why, there’d be more money for us. But we can’t; and why? Because we haven’t got any proper con—conveyance to take ut.”




  Like more favoured orators, Hawkes paused here, and the expected applause followed. The speaker wiped his big face and drew inspiration from tobacco. Every man present instantly pulled at his pipe till the chairman dissolved into a blue mist and was seen no more for the present.




  “Then, I says, let us have a fish-cart,” Hawkes spoke from the haze. The fragrant curtain seemed to give him courage. “Let us have a Jubilee fish-cart; let us celebrate the fiftieth reign of Her Majesty with a Jubilee fish-cart, so as to save us carrying the catch up the hill, and so as to get a better price for the catch in Wadebridge. Stick a brass plate with an inscription on it, if you like; but the fish-cart, say I.”




  Suspicious sounds might have been heard to proceed from the direction where the chairman was mercifully concealed. Perhaps the tobacco was too much for him, old smoker as he was; perhaps he had gone off into a reverie, and was recalling some boyish escapade.




  “I would give five dollars for a good look at the rector’s face,” Miriam whispered, under cover of the wild applause that burst with suspicious spontaneity from the Hawkes faction. “Don’t laugh, Mary, or they may turn us out, and if we lost the conclusion of this I should never be happy again. A Jubilee fish-cart!”




  “I know, I know,” Mary said faintly. “If you have a large rusty pin concealed about your person, oblige me by giving me a vicious jab. Miriam, I am afraid I am going to laugh and spoil everything.”




  Fortunately the disaster was averted. A newcomer opened the door, and the fresh, sweet, sea-laden breeze carried the canopy of smoke away. At the amazing earnestness painted on every face there Mary grew grave. Positively there were only three people present who saw the exquisite humour of the suggestion, and its absurdity. But there was more to come. The applause had died away, and Challen was anxiously counting his forces. He was fearful lest Hawkes’ brilliant suggestion might have influenced the wobblers. Already the assurance of victory was on Hawkes’ shining face.




  “Hast done, John?” he asked. “Hast anything else to say?”




  Hawkes admitted that he had finished. He intimated that his oratorial effort might have lacked the polished grace of more practised speakers, but he was still under the impression that for real usefulness it could not be approached. He turned benignly to his rival.




  “Happen you might have some sort of idea, James,” he remarked suavely.




  James Challen rose ponderously. Clad in his sea-boots and shaggy guernsey, he was the heaviest and biggest man in the village. Yet his voice was small, and he had the air of one who is detected in something childishly wrong. The gravity of the occasion seemed to weigh him down. But the eyes of his faction were upon him, and he smiled feebly. They were all so terribly in earnest. Not a villager amongst them had the faintest idea of the humour of the situation. The smell of the nets and the tar and the sea was in their nostrils, and the need of a fish-cart was a dire and pressing thing. It might have been held by some that Her Most Gracious Majesty had been spared to reign for fifty years specially for the benefit of Trevose and the staple industry.




  “There’s things worser wanted,” Challen shot out. The words came from him with the force of a catapult, and his faction applauded. As a matter of fact Hawkes’ suggestion was real genius from the local point of view, and even the faction secretly admitted it. But it was just possible that Challen had something better to suggest.




  “That man,” Mary whispered, “hasn’t a notion what to say.”




  “It is coming,” Miriam replied. “I can see the great light of inspiration coming into his eye. He beams and his face shines.”




  “So would yours if you were his size,” Mary retorted.




  A vast pleased smile was stealing over Challen’s face. His supporters caught the expression, and their hearts were uplifted. Jim Challen was going to surpass himself; and he did.




  “There’s a power of sense in what John Hawkes said,” he observed ponderously. “But those who travel sees things”—he had once been as far as Plymouth—“and ideas come to folks at times. I’m not denying the need of a fish-cart, I’m not denying its uses. I dare say if I’d ha’ thought of it fust, I should ha’ proposed the fish-cart ‘stead of John Hawkes.”




  At this ingenious confession and implied compliment Hawkes applauded, as also did both factions. The mirth was timely, for it enabled Mary to laugh. It was an opportunity that she needed badly.




  “But there’s something better,” Challen resumed solemnly. “What is it we want mor’n a fish-cart, mor’n anything Trevose asks for? What the papers call a crying need. It’s a long step from here to St. Minver churchyard, and there’s seven hundred foot of hill to climb. And we’ve all got to climb it some of these days, lads. When one of us dies the rest carries him up the hill on their shoulders. It ain’t right, and we ought to have a proper hearse. Therefore I propose that we don’t have no truck with fish-carts, but that we have a Jubilee hearse instead.”




  Challen had made his effort at last. He stood with the proud consciousness of one who has made a great new discovery. His faction applauded, whilst the faction led by Hawkes protested. There was a deal of noise and confusion, which was a merciful thing for three people present. Mary bent over her handkerchief and laughed without restraint; Miriam smiled broadly. She was one of those lucky people who can laugh inside. One sharp clear laugh had come from the rector’s lips ere he recollected himself. It was a great effort, but he managed it. In after days he told proudly how he had fought down the flesh in face of so fierce and clinging a temptation.




  His eyes were grave now, but his lips were twitching. He rose to impose silence upon the gravely excited audience. They were arguing in little knots, but there was no sign of temper anywhere. In all his experience of these men, he had never once seen one of them in a rage. Intensely eager and intensely in earnest they are, but passion is not of their blood. Nor, unfortunately, is humour either, or they could not have been blind to the lighter vein of the situation. Jubilee hearse or Jubilee fish-cart—that was the question that cleft Trevose in twain to-night. Guy sought to throw oil on the ruffled sea.




  “Had we not better put it to the vote?” he suggested gravely. He had the air of importance that prevails at parish meetings and such-like notable gatherings; he seemed to assume that the glittering eye of hemispheres was on Trevose to-night. “Gentlemen, this is a great and solemn occasion. It should not be marred by unseemly strife. We will put the question to the vote, and the majority will decide. I am certain that my friends John Hawkes and James Challen will be guided by the wishes of the majority.”




  “Big lump, big lot,” Challen said gracefully.




  “Bigger crew, bigger share,” Hawkes responded, with an apt touch of local colour.




  “Very well,” Guy resumed. “Those in favour of John Hawkes’ proposal hold up their hands. There! Now let me count.”




  A forest of brown hairy hands shot up in the musty air, and Guy proceeded to count them carefully, naming the owner of each hand. In a way he was conferring immortality upon them, and they seemed to appreciate the fact. And then it so fell out that for the two proposals there was exactly the same number of votes, namely, forty-seven for each. The rector explained the deadlock, and placed himself in the hands of the meeting.




  “Ain’t there no such thing as a casting vote?” a plaintive voice asked.




  Guy shook his head solemnly. On a less momentous occasion he might have been tempted to exercise the prerogative of the chair, but he dared not accept his responsibility. As a matter of fact, he knew that dire results would follow. He would be pretty sure to mortally offend forty-seven worthy but somewhat bigoted individuals. The victorious leader would be regarded darkly by his fellows, he would be watched carefully and all his actions noted. Dark suggestions of bribery and corruption would be in the air. The hint that this or that, as the case might be, had been seen in confabulation with the rector outside his gate would be construed into part of a Machiavellian conspiracy. It might have been no more than a mere friendly discussion as to the best way of growing carrots; but what of that? And, moreover, the rector had his own views as to the suitability of fish-carts and hearses as a fit and proper memorial of a remarkable and beneficent reign.




  There was a deadlock. Eye looked into eye, seeking inspiration. For a long time nothing was heard beyond the shuffling of feet and the sound of hard breathing. And then Robert Treagle slowly rose.




  They watched him with petrified astonishment. Treagle was the silent member of the community. They were all given to long pause and frequent lapses into rumination, but in Robert they had taciturnity reduced to a fine art. Never in the history of the village had Treagle ever hazarded or originated a remark of his own.




  “There don’t seem to be much sense here,” he said impatiently, and in a voice that seemed to come from his boots. “What Jim says is good, and what James says is good; but neither ain’t going to give way, and there’s an end on it. What I says is this—give us something that will do for a hearse and do for a fish-cart. When it ain’t wanted for one thing it can be used for another. Now then! And if you fancy as I’m going to stand maundering here all night, why, you’re mistaken.”




  The speaker turned resolutely away, his big boots clanking on the beaten floor of the barn. He banged the door behind him as he passed into the night. But nobody laughed—the meeting remained as stolid and earnest as ever.




  “The best thing we can do,” the rector said, in a small stifled voice, “is to adjourn the meeting for a fortnight, so that you may come to some understanding. You may adopt one scheme or you may adopt the other—possibly you may like to take up the brilliant and original suggestion made by Robert Treagle.”




  The audience began to file out slowly. Nobody proposed a vote of thanks to the chairman, nobody had any further use for him. There were more weighty things to be discussed than mere rectors. He, good man, was only too grateful for his merciful release. All up the hillside he was laughing gently whilst the tears were rolling down his cheeks.




  “What will happen at the next meeting?” Mary asked.




  “There will not be another meeting,” Guy replied. “They will wrangle decorously over this thing for fully twelve months, it will be a fruitful topic of discussion next winter. At intervals it will crop up for years. The hero of the occasion will be Treagle. But there will be no more meetings.”




  Mary laughed freely. She laughed at intervals all the way up the steep rocky road as some fresh humorous point occurred to her. She could not call to mind anything that had amused her so much.




  They grew quieter at length as they approached the rectory. Mary drew her jacket a little closer around her. She looked up at the clear sky and the powdered glory of the stars, and a chill breath smote her cheek.




  “It is surely very cold,” she said.




  “Ay,” the rector murmured. “There will be frost to-night.”




  And Mary said nothing, thinking of the flowers on Tregarthen.




  VIII — THE BLIGHTING OF THE BLOSSOMS
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  MRS. GUY had taken farewell of her guests almost tearfully, and after having exacted solemn promises that they would return before long. The rector had gone off early to see a sick parishioner, so that the two friends had perforce to go down to the village alone and charter Hawkes’ boat once more.




  The sea lay before them very still and intensely blue, there was a crisp invigorating touch in the air, in the sun it was warm and grateful. Yet Mary’s beautiful face was very serious as she walked along, for in the hedgerows along the herbage and dead leaves of yester-year was a line of white rime where the jewels of last night’s frost still glistened.




  “Do you think it has reached the island?” Mary asked.




  “It is impossible to say,” Miriam replied. “This has come along the mainland with the east wind, and there was a suggestion of breeze last night. As Tregarthen is an island, the frost may have been tempered by passing over the sea. Let us hope for the best, Mary.”




  And Mary was inclined to take a more cheerful view of the situation. They found Hawkes getting his boat ready for the afternoon tide. He stared with unaffected astonishment at the suggestion that he should earn a trifle by conveying those adventurous women back to the island.




  “I guessed Tregarthen had turned you out,” he said.




  “That is impossible,” Mary said serenely. “And as proof of the fact, you are going to take us back again. Of course, if you are afraid to go, we shall have to get somebody else.”




  Hawkes pointedly admitted his readiness to accommodate passengers. Asked if he thought that the frost had done any damage over yonder, he shrugged his shoulders. This man, like all his kind, was a philosopher in his way. If the flowers had to go, why, they had to go, and there was an end to it. Some seasons the fishing off Trevose was bitterly bad, and then the village starved. They knew what it was to be without bread as well as Tregarthen’s people. If the fish wouldn’t take bait, why, what was a man to do?




  “I know what I should like to do,” Mary said between her teeth. “I should like to take that rugged, handsome, honest, picturesque head of yours and hammer some common sense into it. Don’t you know that if you were to adopt the Otter trawls the rector suggested that you would never want again? Haven’t you got mind enough for that?”




  Hawkes looked up placidly from his rowing.




  “New-fangled ideas,” he said pitifully, “new notions. We fish same as our fathers and their fathers before them did. And what was good enough for them is good enough for us. I don’t hold with no trawls, not I.”




  Mary gave up the case as hopeless, for what can you do with a man like that? Both here and on the Island was the same stern crass conservatism. They would not learn, they did not want to learn. Rather would they starve in the midst of plenty. There was a station being built at Port Gavern Road some three miles away, a station that would bring big dealers here and treble the price of Trevose cod and herring and mackerel. And yet, had the men of Trevose been less God-fearing and law-abiding, they would have marched over to Port Gavern and pulled that station about the ears of the contractors. And why? Because the women who slaved to fill the Gavern slate barges at starvation wages would cease to find employment. That they would not need employment at the enlarged price of the fish was a detail. Small wonder that Mary felt sad and downcast.




  She saw the women now, as the boat threshed out for Tregarthen. A ketch heeled over on the sand at Port Gavern, and a knot of women were filling her with slates from the quarries. There were women young and middle-aged bending their backs and streaming under that cruel burden. And all this because the fish fetched next to nothing and the winters were long and treacherous.




  “Do you call that a pretty sight?” Mary asked.




  Michael replied doggedly that he saw nothing inharmonious about it.




  Thus does the eye become educated to the proportion of disgraceful things. The new railway would stop all that, Mary explained; it would even obviate the necessity of a fish-cart. The dealers would come freely, there would be healthy competition, and the weary burden would fall from the backs of the women.




  “Nowt of the sort,” said Michael. “The slates will be carried by rail, and many a wife will be missing her silver before long. The day that railway opens, Trevose will be in mourning. There’ll be black flags on the houses. You stay and see if there won’t.”




  And in the fulness of time events fell out as Michael darkly prophesied. The slates were carried by rail, there was no more white slavery in Port Gavern, and behold the fish-dealers came with bursting pockets, and mackerel fetched a price never before heard of in those parts. And the Sunday hats and bonnets of the women became as the glories of Solomon, and the black flags were hidden in the byres. But nobody was grateful, and nobody had the grace to be ashamed of himself, which is a state of things not altogether peculiar to fishing villages and the like.




  Mary stepped on the island with Miriam, anxious to learn the fate of the flowers. As she strode over the ridge past the sea pinks and the sand dunes, where the reeds rustled and looked into the valley beyond, she gave a sigh of thankfulness. The flowers were nodding and blooming in the sunshine, and the air was sweet with the fragrance of violets. Ruth rose, warm and flushed, from a bed of jonquils, and gave them friendly greeting.




  “How glad I am that you have escaped the frost,” Mary cried.




  “We have and we haven’t,” Ruth explained. “Down here, where all our hopes and interests lie, the frost has done no damage. But they say that towards Port Gwynn, where the Bishops and those live, the frost has been cruelly hard. Gervase Tretire has gone up there to see.”




  “And such a lovely day as it is,” Miriam said sadly.




  Ruth turned upon her fiercely. Her eyes were flashing.




  “A hateful day!” she cried. “Lovely enough in a way, like a beautiful girl dying of consumption. But the frost is in the air; I can feel it in my blood. A day that most folks would be glad to be alive in, but a bad hour for us. I want to see the wind change, to see the scud flying over Tintagel, and feel the sting of the rain upon my cheeks. If you care for us and our ways, if you would save Tregarthen, pray for that, Miriam Murch.”




  Gervase Tretire came slowly down into the valley. His eyes were grave, and he even walked as a messenger of evil tidings. Things were very bad up to Port Gwynn, he explained. On the exposed hillsides the frost had cut the smiling crops off like a scythe. It was a pitiable sight to see Bishop’s lot. And Mary Bishop had locked up her cottage and betaken herself, weeping, to the Sanctuary.




  “Is it so hopeless?” Mary asked.




  “Ay, ay,” Tretire replied. “Not one blossom more will be cut in Port Gwynn this year. Absolute ruin, it is. All swept away in a night. Go and see for yourself, Mary Blenkiron. We are getting used to it.”




  “And all Tregarthen’s fault,” Mary cried impulsively.




  “All his fault,” said Gervase. “We all know it here, though the Islanders would cry shame to hear me say so. I saved that man’s life twice; I risked my own to do it. If he had gone down off Lantern Rock he would have perished as the last of his race, a more far-seeing man would have ruled us, and to-day would have smiled back to God’s blessed sunshine and not been afraid. Oh, why didn’t I let him go; why didn’t I let him drown?”
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  He spoke more with the intensity of a long and bitter despair than from revengeful impulse. Ruth laid a trembling hand on his arm.




  “I cannot bear to hear you speak of Tregarthen like that,” she said gently.




  All the fire died out of Tretire’s eyes. His glance met that of Ruth fondly and yet without pathos. Her lips were quivering, and the lovelight was in her eyes. She might have been saying farewell to a lover.




  “I forgot,” said Gervase, “that you were bespoke to him.”




  “Bespoke!” Mary cried. “Engaged to Tregarthen! You?”




  “Yes, yes.” Ruth’s glance was clear, but there was no proud look in her eyes. “I thought you knew, I thought everybody knew. It will be no love-match, Tregarthen’s and mine. He is the last of his race. By the charter he is bound to marry. There are four First Families here, and from them the head of the island has to choose a wife. In those four First Families I am the only girl. It is nothing strange. European rulers are influenced by similar political reasons.”




  There was just a touch of satire in Ruth’s tones. Mary was about to ask another question, then she paused. She saw the glance of Ruth and Gervase meet, and she understood everything. These two loved one another. Any woman of ordinary intelligence would have divined the fact by sheer instinct.




  “And here,” thought Mary, “are all the makings of a tragedy.” But you shall hear it all in good time.




  “Has Tregarthen none of his own blood to choose from?” Mary asked.




  “They are all extinct,” Ruth replied indifferently. “If any remained, he would not go to the Four Families. And, if one remained, she could claim to be the bride of Tregarthen with the same right that he could claim her for his wife. It is all in the Charter, as you may see for yourself.”




  Mary looked up swiftly, and her eyes met Miriam’s. The latter read her friend like an open book, and for the first time in her life she was afraid of Mary. For she was going to do a mad thing, a wild, unreasonable thing, and Miriam knew that nothing would turn her from her purpose. You can do things with a man; you can blackguard him, or, what is worse, ridicule him. You can knock him down if the extreme is called for; but nobody on earth can influence or check a pretty, spirited young woman, who is a great heiress to boot.




  “Come up to Port Gwynn with me,” Miriam said sharply.




  The two moved off together, leaving Ruth and Gervase knee-deep in the jonquils. The sun was on Gervase’s face, that strong handsome face that was as gentle as a child’s in Ruth’s presence.




  “Don’t be cross with me, dear,” said Mary. “And look at those two—they are positively made for one another. If Tregarthen marries Ruth he will be guilty of an unpardonable crime. He must not do it.”




  “And you are going to prevent him?”




  “I am going to try, dear,” Mary said demurely. “Now, honestly, wouldn’t you marry Tregarthen if you had the chance?”




  All Miriam’s anger vanished at once. It was impossible for any one to be angry for long with Mary. And even newspaper proprietors have their weak spots.




  “I might if I had the time,” she said placidly. “Tregarthen’s education would be such a long and exhausting process. His conceit is monumental, he is the absolute incarnation of the Fixed Principle. Mary, could you marry that man?”




  “I really fancy I could, dear,” Mary said academically. “In the first place, I should be a kind of queen. American girls have married dukes and princes—of ice-cream extraction most of these latter. But I can’t recollect any greasy Chicago dollars going to the support of the purple. Then Tregarthen is young and very handsome. He has a deliciously dreamy poetic nature——”




  “And a vein of singularly tough obstinacy, not to say pig——”




  “Fixety of purpose,” Mary said reprovingly. “My dear, monarchs are never pig——Besides, the word is so dreadfully reminiscent of Chicago. And Tregarthen could be tamed; he could be made to take a proper view of his position.”




  “Meaning your position, of course.”




  “Really, Miriam, it is just the same thing. On the whole it would save a deal of bother if I married Tregarthen. I’m going to put the island right, and don’t you forget it.”




  “But if the Charter says that, failing kin, the Four Families——”




  “A bas the Four Families. Recollect what Ruth said. Besides, there has been no failure of kin. Am I not directly descended from Tregarthen’s own family—can I not prove it?”




  Miriam groaned. This was worse than she had anticipated.




  “My dear,” she gasped, “I—I thought you were only going to make Tregarthen care for you; I had no idea that you intended to compel him to marry you.”




  “I guess,” Mary said nasally, “I guess, marm, that’s about the size of it.”




  IX — A LIMITED HORIZON




  

    Table of Contents

  




  IT was even as Ruth had said up at Port Gwynn. The flowers had failed there, and those who relied upon them for their daily bread had been forced to fall back upon the Sanctuary. Most of them had not gone as yet, neither would they so long as food and firing remained in the cottages.




  It was a beautiful spot, a wild, rugged valley, with the sea cutting into its green heart like a glittering silver lance. Here the tide creamed and poured over the crisp sands; from the beach there rose terrace upon terrace of rocks all honeycombed by the ceaseless fret of the everlasting surges, and over the terraces hung the gardens and trees that crowned the hillside. Here and there on the flat ledges white cottages stood, smothered to the roof with fuchsia trees, and behind these again were the gardens where lately jonquil and narcissus and daffodil had flourished. There were many more cottages falling into decay, their great cellars filled with dank vegetation. These had been deserted for a generation or more—ever since the pilchards had failed, in fact. The cellars for packing the fish were no longer needed, the hearthstones were cold, and the birds built in the eaves. It was very wild and beautiful, very romantic, and very sad. But there were sadder things to come.




  The sun shone bravely, the waves danced over the golden sands; down below some children were playing noisily. But before the cottages women sat with despair in their eyes. Mary and Miriam came up to one of them. They had made her acquaintance through Ruth a day or two before. She looked up dully as they accosted her.




  “Is it very bad?” Mary asked.




  “Ay,” was the quiet reply. “You mind the garden we had here a day or two ago? Well, go and look at it for yourselves.”




  They skirted by the side of the cottage to the half-sheltered stretch behind. On the slope the soil was more or less exposed, and there were brown regular patches of limp and drooping vegetation, with here and there a yellow or white spike uplifted. The man who has seen a fair and smiling expanse of apple orchards before and after a wet May frost will understand what I mean. So it was with the garden that fringed along the headlands of Port Gwynn.




  “It is very, very sad,” said Miriam, “and yet it ought not to matter in the least. Of course all the gardens here are the same. Let us go and discuss the matter with poor Jenifer Bishop.”




  Jenifer Bishop was a little bitter, but then she had thought of it all before, and she knew exactly what it meant. Also she was not grateful, though there was no suspicion of charity at all. She was a young wife, with two little children, and she preferred a home of her own to the shelter of the Sanctuary. It would not, however, have occurred to her to blame Tregarthen.




  “I suppose you have all suffered the same here?” Mary asked.




  “All lost everything, yes. My dear heart, nothing is left.”




  She rocked herself to and fro after the manner of her kind. Miriam regarded her with deep sympathy.




  “There are eleven families here,” she said. “Suppose that you do not go to the Sanctuary, how much per week would keep you as you are in the habit of living?”




  Jenifer promptly replied that nine shillings would be sufficient. Altogether the clan might be rendered happy and comfortable for an outlay of five pounds per week or, say, two hundred pounds per year. It was about the amount that Mary usually gave for one of her party dresses. If she deprived herself of one new frock a year the thing could be done. If she decided to wear all her old dresses—fearfully antiquated things, almost three months designed—the whole of Tregarthen would be beyond the reach of actual want until the next harvest of flowers. Miriam nodded as brightly as if Mary had made the suggestion orally.




  “It shall be done,” Mary said serenely. “You shall not go to the Sanctuary. You shall remain here with your curly-headed babies.”




  Jenifer nodded, but did not respond joyfully. The Sanctuary meant being half parted from her children. Down in the cruel sunshine, with just the touch of frost in it, the children were rioting on the sands. It would be good to keep them here; but she knew Tregarthen would not listen to the suggestion.




  “It’s cruel to put such an idea into one’s head,” Jenifer said.




  Mary protested. Miriam’s face grew hard.




  “Are you slaves, that you should heed every word of Tregarthen’s?” Miriam cried. “So long as his wicked pride knows no fall what does he care for you? Any other people would have risen in revolt against him long ago. He may be your ruler, but he has no right to starve you like this. I am going to see him, and compel him to listen to our proposal. Suppose the frost comes again to-night, suppose all the flowers fail—what then?”




  “We should starve,” Jenifer said calmly.




  It was the calmness of despair, of one who has gone through it all before. Miriam was not quite sure whether to shake the woman’s hand or her shoulders. She was furiously angry with everybody, and with Tregarthen most of all. What was the use of waving the red flag if nobody followed it? There was Ruth, and there was Tretire, but they hardly formed a force.




  But Tregarthen was not to be seen. He had gone over to the mainland on some business connected with the island. Down in the valley the harvest of flowers was proceeding with feverish haste; flowers were cut when it would have been far better to leave them for a day, for the warning had come, and for the second time they saw the red light on Tintagel. Just before sunset, too, there had been a passing shower with a scud of hail. It did not require a very weather-wise person to prophesy a frosty night. Mary and Miriam came upon Ruth and Tretire as they were discussing the situation.




  “What of the morrow?” Mary asked.




  “Bad,” Gervase said, with a shake of his head. “I’d have guessed at frost in any case, but the shower just now settled it. Look at the red in the sky and the reflection on Tintagel. It’s the writing on the wall.”




  Tintagel was dreaming in the purple mists of evening, his shoulder was in the clouds. Yet the light of the setting sun caught the face of the great wall and tinged it with a sapphire and crimson glory.




  “That is what we never want to see,” Tretire went on. “It never lies to us. After that light the frost always comes. Sometimes it passes over, for a dry frost seldom harms us. But this will be a wet frost, for all the leaves and blooms are dripping. By this time to-morrow it will be all over.”




  Mary unfolded her plan. She was prepared, she said, to put down a certain sum of money. It would be a small sum, but ample to tide the islanders over till better times came. If Tregarthen did not like it, then Tregarthen’s wishes must be ignored. Tretire was enthusiastic but not sanguine. Tregarthen would refuse, and so surely as he did so, so surely would the islanders refuse to touch one penny of Mary’s money.




  “I’ll do what I can for you,” he said. “I’ll fight Tregarthen if you like. But you will never make him yield, never.”




  Mary thought of the Great Secret, and she was silent.




  The saffron bars of a new day’s prison were breaking when Mary came from the land of dreams, and the consciousness that somebody was hammering at her door. Ruth was calling her, and the stern note of tragedy was in her voice.




  “Come out and see,” she said. “They are all down in the valley.”




  Mary dressed herself swiftly and went forth with Miriam. It was a fair and beautiful morning, with a crisp keen air and thousands of sun jewels dancing on the grass. The sea had taken on a deeper blue, the sands seemed more golden. Tregarthen might have been the Paradise of the Four Seasons, so fair it was.




  And yet it was a smiling treacherous Paradise. Down in the valley all the Islanders had gathered to watch the effect of the wet frost. Over these forty acres a hideous change had come. There were no longer rows and spaces of nodding blooms, but only the pungent fragrance of the sea was on the air. As far as the eye could see was no more than a waste of broken brown leaves like a swamp after a herd of wild beasts has trampled through it. As Mary looked the whole landscape became blurred, and she could see nothing but mist for the moment. She turned to an old bent man who was standing by her side.




  “This means ruin?” she asked.




  “That’s it,” the other replied. “Starvation. The best part of a year’s starvation. Best go away, Mary Blenkiron, best not stay here and see what we shall have to see. ‘Twill be no place for butterflies, Tregarthen won’t, this summer.”




  The man spoke roughly, more, perhaps, to hide his feelings than anything else. There was nothing but pity in Mary’s heart for him.




  “Even butterflies have their uses,” she said sweetly. “No, if you would only let me help you, I should do so gladly. I have far more money to spend than I need. If you will only let me come to your——”




  “We’re not beggars, Mary Blenkiron. We can’t take your money because——”




  “Because you haven’t earned it. But I want you to earn it. Do you suppose I would insult a Tregarthen Islander by asking him to eat the bread of charity? There are scores of things you can do. Tregarthen ought to have provided for that. What right has he to leave you in peril of starvation, when there are so many ways? Will you be good enough to answer that question, Abel Penberthy?”




  Penberthy looked a little dubious. Perhaps a faint light was beating in on his understanding. Ruth came in time to hear the last words, and a little knot had gathered round. There was a vague feeling of comfort in the presence of numbers. Ruth’s eyes were blazing. Tretire would have checked her, but he was too late.




  “No right at all,” she cried. She spoke wildly and her words carried far on the still air. “If any of us die over this business, as some of us have died before, Tregarthen has our blood on his soul. Prosperity and Comfort have held out both hands to him, and Tregarthen has turned his back on them. We could have no visitors, no industries, nothing. And why? Because the flow of money in the island would have corrupted us. There was the lace making, for instance. These ladies could find us with the material and the market. They are willing to arrange it now so that starvation will never trouble us again. And Tregarthen refuses with scorn.”




  “Tregarthen is coming,” a warning voice cried.




  “Let him come, let him hear every word I have to say. Tregarthen, are we going to starve when the gold is waiting for us?”




  “It is not waiting for us,” Tregarthen cried sullenly.




  He strode into the group, his head erect, his eyes flashing. Miriam’s eyes were flashing too, behind her glasses.




  “I beg your pardon,” she said. “You know perfectly well that the money is here, and that it can be honestly earned.”




  “They won’t like it,” Tregarthen replied. “Ask them.”




  Miriam proceeded to do so. She stood with a hundred pairs of eyes upon her as she made a speech; and though she saw anxiety and desire in them, when she called for those on her side, not a soul moved. It was only Tretire and Ruth who cried approval to the skies when she had finished.




  “You?” Tregarthen cried. “You, who are going to be my wife.”




  He strode forward, a picture of magnificent wrath, and made as if he would grasp Ruth by the wrists and drag her away. Thus a mediaeval baron might have felt had his spouse dared to thwart his wishes. Never had Mary admired him as she did at this moment. She stepped quickly between the angry Dictator and Tretire, whose face had grown queerly white under his tan.




  “Ruth is not going to be your wife,” she said very quietly. “Tregarthen, are you quite serious in your determination not to accept my offer?”




  “Nothing could induce me to change my decision.”




  Mary looked round, half expecting to see the mob rush on Tregarthen and tear him in pieces. But nobody moved. There was no emotion on a single face there save the heavy despair that had fallen on one and all.




  “Very well,” she said quietly. “Then I must use the power that Fate has placed in my hands. I must see you at once. I must crave audience in private with you. I believe that is the correct way for a mere individual to address a sovereign. Will your Majesty graciously deign to lead the way to your castle?”




  X — NEARING THE THRONE
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  MIRIAM glanced at her companion with anxiety. As a beauty, an heiress, an American woman, Mary was in the habit of doing things regally. If she was bent upon folly now—and Miriam had no reason to doubt it—that folly would have something imperial in it.




  “Let me come along with you,” she said indifferently. “I have not seen Tregarthen’s home yet, and I am curious.”




  “Curious to see how I am going to behave?” Mary replied. “When you speak in that coldblooded, indifferent way I always know that you are worrying over me. I guess this is my show. Now, sir.”




  She turned haughtily to Tregarthen and waved her hand. It was Elizabeth and Burleigh up to date. Tregarthen so far forgot his dignity as to admire Mary. Ruth was more beautiful; she was of the soil, but she had not the grace and daintiness of her more fortunate sister. Education and the air of palaces could alone have given her that.




  Then the people made way for them to pass down the grassy slopes between the withered wilted flowers, already smelling rank and harsh in the sunshine. Mary snapped off the head of a narcissus, a brown broken-hearted bloom that yesterday was sweet with grace and beauty.




  “Look at this,” she said. “It is from the injustice of Tregarthen. Ignorance, sloth, and neglect have blighted your paradise. Do you understand me? Under happier auspices that flower would be no more than a mourning blossom upon the grave of Spring. To-day it is the tragedy of a people, slain on the tomb of Helplessness by a murderer.”




  “Meaning me?” Tregarthen asked grimly.




  His eyes were cold and angry, and yet not without a certain grudging admiration. The girl was fair to see, she talked easily, and she was not afraid of him. And deep down in the heart of Tregarthen was the restless uneasy voice that told him how wrong he was, how right was Mary.




  “Meaning you,” she said. “Oh, you can play the monarch here, you can take advantage of a quaint old charter to run your little tin kingdom. But you have no right to assume the rôle of Providence, to starve four hundred souls. What will they do now?”




  “They will manage. We have oats and dried grapes and a fair supply of old potatoes from last year. It will be a hard and bitter struggle, but we shall survive it. We have done so before.”




  “You share the food of the common people, I understand?”




  “I have already told you so. I am of my people. All the crops are common, and they are divided at a certain ratio. The same with the money. I take one tenth of everything, and there is an end of the matter. Give us proper weather in due season, and we are the most perfect Commonwealth in the world. We ask for nothing from the outside.”




  “Do you not?” Mary said dryly. “You don’t require fertilizers, or new and fashionable bulbs, or cloths, or medicines, or anything of that kind?”




  Tregarthen conceded the point none too gracefully. He also admitted that if such things were required at the present moment it would be impossible to procure them. The frost had come at the onset of the flower harvest when hard coin was practically exhausted. It is not nice for a monarch to be compelled to admit these things to a mere mortal.




  “Do you ever get any really severe weather here?” Mary asked.




  “Sometimes,” Tregarthen explained. He spoke as a man does who recalls a great disaster, a sacred grief, marshalling his words slowly and thoughtfully, so as not to display undue feeling or emotion. Yet his eyes glistened, his face grew grave and consequently handsomer for its suggestion of humanity. Mary never liked the man as much as she did at that moment.




  “It was seven years ago,” he said, “just after the harvest was over. Never was there such a blizzard known in Cornwall. We were cut off from the world for weeks. Anybody in the village will tell you how Gervase Tretire fought his way to Wadebridge and saved us. It was a dreadful time.”




  “I am very fond of Gervase Tretire,” said Mary.




  “A brave man,” Tregarthen replied, “but passionate and headstrong. That comes from the Spanish blood in his veins. Sometimes I fear that he may venture to defy me. I almost dread that happening.”




  “If it does happen, what then?”




  “I should exercise my right, and banish him from the island.”




  The Man had disappeared, and once more the King was speaking. Mary glanced into that strong face with its mobile lips, and smiled. She had seen greater rulers than this, and they were only men in disguise.




  “He is going to marry Ruth,” she said.




  “Oh no, Ruth is going to marry me.”




  There was grandeur in the speech, magnificent condescension. King Cophetua and the beggar maid was a mere gutter romance to this.




  “You have broken it gently to the poor girl?” Mary asked.




  “She knows her duty,” Tregarthen replied. “You have already heard why it is her place to become my wife. There is no strong affinity between us.”




  “No; the strong affinity is between Ruth and Gervase Tretire. They love one another, and it would be a sin to part them. Both are headstrong and hot-blooded. Tregarthen, if you part those two, you are inviting a tragedy.”




  “I tell you Ruth knows the high position before her!”




  “And fancies that she is resigned to it. She will find her mistake when too late. I shall not permit you to marry Ruth.”




  “You will not permit me to marry Ruth—you will—you——”




  His voice trailed away lost in bewilderment and indignation. Who was this modern who dared to come here and address him like this? A mere American beauty with the greasy trading dollars for the throne of her arrogance! Yet her eyes were smiling and serene, and she spoke as one who grasps her power with both hands.




  “I shall not permit you to marry Ruth,” she said.




  “And how will you prevent me?”




  “Easily enough. By the charter you can only marry your own kin on the island, or, failing them, one of the Four Families. Your kin has not failed. I am of your kin, and have all the necessary documents to prove it. So, before any woman on the island claims the right to share the throne they have my claim to dispose of. You are mistaken, Tregarthen. I am your future wife—if I like to exercise my prerogative.”




  Tregarthen stood still, with his hands raised above his head. His eyes were focussed upon Mary’s face. She was sweet and fair to look upon, yet she might have been some loathsome thing. That she spoke the truth Tregarthen never for one moment doubted, that she had right and the custom of the island on her side was certain. The knowledge struck Tregarthen with the force of a blow.




  “Do you want to—to marry me?” he asked hoarsely.




  “A terrible fate for you,” Mary replied. “Yet there have been men who would have run the horrible risk. But I said no; I said that other girls might become duchesses and the like, but that I was reserved to share a throne, and rule over a kingdom bigger than a pocket-handkerchief but not so big as a tablecloth. I argued that I was born to the purple.”




  Tregarthen had no reply for the moment, he was slowly assimilating the new condition of things. If this girl liked to assert her right he had perforce to obey. The idea of breaking away from tradition never occurred to him for a moment. He would have to marry this American girl, this up-to-date, frivolous creature with her worldly ideas and her horrible suggestion of turning Tregarthen into a paying speculation. He had once stayed amongst people like this, he had actually been expected to be civil to a man who had made a fortune out of glue. Would Mary insist upon bringing a phalanx of glue merchants to the island and teaching his beloved people business!




  “Do you want to marry me?” he repeated.




  “Under the present circumstances, no,” Mary replied. “Your own actions in the future may compel me to change my mind; but, when the time comes, I hope to marry something more like a man.”




  “I—I beg your pardon,” Tregarthen gasped feebly.




  “And yet my words were quite plain. For the present you are a visionary and a dreamer—a poor creature who is wrapped in a phantasy no stronger than a wreath of frost-bitten flowers. Oh, yours is a poetic life. The romance of a king starving with his people is precious; but a man would be up and doing, fighting the foe until he had it by the throat. Tregarthen, I had a great mind to make a man of you in spite of yourself.”




  “I am quite satisfied as I am,” Tregarthen said bitterly.




  “Of course you are. Never was the sappiest little dude yet who would have been content to change places with William Shakespeare without a large sum of money to his credit to make the bargain moderately even. But I’m not satisfied at all. I grant there are thousands of men in the world who corrupt all they touch and who make business a vile thing. You hate and despise commerce, but you have no right to keep the bread out of your subjects’ mouths, and you have no right to compel a girl to become your wife when she has given her heart to somebody else. And, what is more, I am not going to permit it.”




  “You are not going to permit it? You!”




  The acrid contempt in Tregarthen’s voice moved Mary to a passing anger. But she was strong, and consequently she was disposed to be merciful.




  “Yes, I,” she said. “I can bring your little doll’s house about your ears, and can cause you to wander like Ishmael, seeking your daily bread. I could open your eyes to the better side of the struggling millions whom you affect to despise. I could show you women with far less natural advantages than the women of Tregarthen who are happy and contented with remunerative daily toil. At present you are no more than a conceited boy who has everything to learn. Some day I may do this thing, some day I may fill you with shame and repentance and clothe the island in happiness and prosperity. But not yet, not yet.”




  “I presume that is American bluff,” Tregarthen suggested.




  Mary laughed. Her little gust of passion had passed away. She was sorry for this man, a man truly honourable and yet so blind in his methods. And Mary had a terrible weapon to her hand.




  “Nothing of the kind,” she said. “For the present I am content to warn you that you are not going to marry Ruth Pengelly. If you insist upon that I shall assert my rights to the throne. Come, are you going to listen to reason, or is it going to be war to the knife between us?”




  “A king can do no wrong,” said Tregarthen. “I can pass you over for Ruth, I can expel you from the island altogether. You have not seen yet how great a hold I have on the affections of my people.”




  Mary admitted the point. It was a strong argument, and she was a stranger amongst the most clannish people in the world. As she looked into Tregarthen’s cold eyes she saw the shadow of the coming strife there. Then she turned and saw the desolation of flower gardens in the valley and her heart grew hard.




  “Will you come in?” said Tregarthen. “A cup of tea——”




  “Not yet,” Mary said; “not yet. I cannot partake of your hospitality and remain your sworn foe. For the present you must go your way and I will go mine. But you are not going to marry Ruth Pengelly.”




  She bowed and turned, leaving Tregarthen standing under the shadow of his own ancestral home, where the Tregarthens had governed for seven centuries. Under the shade of the grey walls a flippant American girl had defied him, a mere bundle of pretty femininity from a people who measured their dominion by the span of one prosaic century! Tregarthen strode across the stone-flagged hall with no place in his heart for aught but anger and contempt. He turned to see Mary tripping away in the sunshine.




  “Wonderfully graceful and pretty,” he said. “Under other circumstances I suppose I might have been like that myself. To-night I will see Ruth and arrange for our nuptials. My pretty American needs a lesson badly.”
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  IT is just possible that the good seed falling upon stony ground is not always wasted. Seed sown anywhere generally sprouts, even if nothing comes of it eventually; and it was thus with the ideas Mary and Miriam had attempted to inculcate in Tregarthen’s mind. The seeds might parch and wither in time, but they were troubling Tregarthen now. They were as peas in his mental shoes. He would have dismissed the whole thing contemptuously, but unfortunately his conscience would not be stifled. And he was sorely troubled in his mind. To admit that Mary Blenkiron was right was out of the question, to admit that there might be something in her argument was quite another matter.




  Tregarthen paced up and down his big hall uneasily. His feet echoed on the polished oak floor and resounded in the gallery overhead. A huge table ran along the whole length of the room, and, halfway down, was a great, battered, glistening salt-cellar of silver. Above this, Tregarthen dined at two o’clock in solitary state, unless he had visitors, which was rarely, and below the salt sat the men-servants just in the good old-fashioned way. No Tregarthen had ever dined in any other fashion. There are Cornish farmers, men warm in the world’s goods, who dine with the servants in the big stone kitchens to this day.




  A fine old place was Tregarthen and in good repair. It stood high on a jagged pyramid of rocks close to the sea, and partly sheltered by a jutting spur. There were grounds where primroses and gorse and heather grew, but no attempt was made at elaborate floral decoration or shaven lawns, for the situation was too exposed for that. It was better thus, for no formal arrangements would have possessed half the charm that went to Nature’s own perfect handiwork. And there was music there, the everlasting music of the sea, with the song of the Atlantic on its restless lips.




  Here was a great stone house approached by an enormous gateway opening on either side into long suites of rooms. There were pictures on the walls and glittering suits of armour, stands and trophies of arms, quaint useless artistic furniture of all ages, oak chests, teapoys, inlaid cabinets, rows upon rows of china plates and figures. Here was a spinnet, and close by the outline of a huge bow-pot filled with dead leaves. If you had asked Tregarthen where these had come from, he would have shrugged his shoulders and replied indifferently that his ancestors had accumulated all these priceless art treasures. Which to a certain extent was true, for nine-tenths of them had come from wrecks, especially about the time Spanish Philip’s ingenious little scheme came to grief and the Armada passed into history.




  But Tregarthen was thinking nothing of his house and its story to-day. He could not get Mary out of his mind. He had been defied by a mere girl on his own island. These are the kind of things monarchs are not accustomed to, and the worst of it was that there was so much in what Mary had said. The people were going to starve, and he alone was to blame for this lamentable state of things.




  Yes, he could have helped it—that he admitted freely. He might have transformed Tregarthen into another Treharrow which is a new but fashionable resort some few leagues nearer Penzance. There was a time when Treharrow used to starve in the same genteel patrician way after the pilchards failed, and before Sir Giles Treharrow sold the island to one Richard Thunder, a retired merchant, who promptly boomed the place with the aid of a London doctor and a judicious hospitality to the press. But what had happened? Primitive Treharrow folks had gotten civilized, and had built public-houses, so that Treharrow became a byword for fifty miles of coast-line. Prosperity had contaminated Treharrow and all the vices had bred from the spawn of gold. Perish every man on Tregarthen rather than follow an example like this.




  No, Tregarthen decided, he would not bring trade here. The lace industry seemed harmless enough on the face of it, but it was only the thin edge of the wedge. Once let his subjects know the lust for money and the island was doomed. They could fight through the calamity as they had done before. They had their meal and their salt fish and the native wine they made from the vineyards over by Port Gwynn. Could there be a more model community on this earth? Only keep the frosts away, and there was nothing that they required.




  And Ruth? Well, Ruth would follow the path of obedience faithfully. She might have a fancy for Tretire, who was wild and headstrong and more trouble to hold in than all the rest of the islanders together. Tretire must be taught a lesson. And yet, if Mary exercised her prerogative——




  Tregarthen came to a stop and looked out of the great mullioned windows. Across the hall fell shafts of purple and gold and pallid blue from the stained glass overhead, whereon were emblazoned the Tregarthen arms. And Mary Blenkiron was equally entitled with Tregarthen to bear these arms.




  She was absolutely entitled under the Charter to insist upon Tregarthen marrying her; and if you smile and say such a thing is impossible, read the archives of certain old families and peruse certain old statutes never repealed, and you shall find things of amazing interest. Under the Charter, failing other Tregarthens, Mary was within her rights. Would the islanders permit Tregarthen to put her aside?




  Well, they were pretty tenacious of their laws and customs. Not more than seventy years before they had murdered Jasper Tregarthen, grandfather of the present ruler, because he tried to impose taxes in coin in lieu of taxes in kind. But then, Mary could hardly be regarded as a Tregarthen. No Tregarthen ever wore Paris frocks and carried diamonds of price in her ears. This beautiful creature was of the world worldly, an American. And it is hard to imagine a greater gulf than that existing between Tregarthen and America. But she was beautiful. Tregarthen could imagine a man doing anything for the love of Mary.




  No, he would marry Ruth. He had already put up with enough from this strange girl from over the water. He would see Ruth this evening, and arrange for the ceremony to take place without delay.




  He dined moodily from fine silver plate on salt fish and oatmeal cakes, he drank from a crystal goblet beyond price, he was waited upon by men who would have laid down their lives for him. And the table service there would have sold for enough at Christie’s to keep Tregarthen from want for years. Certain of the Tribes would have advanced large sums upon it. But Tregarthen knew nothing of this, he was ignorant of the bursting philanthropists who actually spend large sums of money advertising the glad tidings that they had shekels to lend to their less fortunate brethren; which was a pity, because much subsequent unpleasantness would have been saved.




  Tregarthen strode down the rocks towards the valley. A brilliant moon was flung athwart the sky like a shield on oak, the powdered stars gave promise of a further frost, which mattered nothing now. In the valley a figure stood still and silent as a statue. When Tregarthen came near he saw that here was she whom he was looking for. He touched her on the shoulder and she started round. Her face was white and drawn, there were the dark purple lines from tears under her eyes; but still beautiful, always wildly beautiful and alluring.




  “What are you doing here?” Tregarthen asked.




  Ruth caught at her breath. Then she spoke with an effort.




  “I came to look upon the ruin of our hopes,” she said. “The valley fascinates me, I cannot keep away from it. Tregarthen, Tregarthen, why do you torture us all in this way—why do you do it?”




  “I? All my hope, all my strength is bound up in my people.”




  Ruth burst out wildly. She had arguments ready that fairly carried Tregarthen off his feet. She pelted him with philosophy, she stoned him with logic culled from Mill and Smith and the rest. And then she told, in a breathless voice, where she had gleaned her knowledge.




  “If they were all like me,” she said, “you would be compelled to yield.”




  “And this is the way you dare to talk to your lord and master?”




  The words came crisp and clear from Tregarthen’s lips, and it seemed to him that Ruth had come to her senses at last. She fairly cowered before him, she bent down as if a great weight were pressing on her shoulders.




  “You don’t mean it?” she cried.




  “Indeed I do; surely you have known this for a long time. And when you come to realize the honour that I am conferring upon you——”




  “The honour! Ah, I had indeed forgotten that. I am to be queen of the island, the Lady over a few stricken acres and a people gaunt with hunger. That I am to starve with them is merely a detail. And I am to be tied to the blindest, most ignorant, headstrong man in Europe. A painted puppet, a figure on a string, a marionette with straw in his hair that he imagines to be a crown! Truly I am most fortunate amongst women. Oh, I will obey; I shall know how to carry it through when the time comes. But I shall despise you none the less for that. You shall have no cause to blame, but none the less all my heart belongs to another. Does that touch your pride, Tregarthen?”




  It touched his passion more than anything else. He stood there pale with anger and fighting for his self-possession until he trembled.




  “You love another man?” he said slowly.




  “I do—and another man loves me. It is Gervase Tretire. I shall never care for any one but Gervase, he will never care for any one but me. Tregarthen, if you have a heart at all, spare me.”




  She came towards him with outstretched hands, her splendid eyes full and pleading—pleading for her happiness, the happiness she wished to share with a poor islander who could give her no more than the bare necessities of life.




  “Tretire knows what the arrangement is,” Tregarthen said.




  “Of course he does. So does everybody on the island. But none the less are you guilty of a cruel act. It may be many years——”




  Tregarthen caught her wrists passionately. Any other woman would have blenched. But Ruth was conscious of no pain.




  “It will not be years,” Tregarthen whispered, “or months, or weeks. We are going to settle this matter here and now.”




  Ruth wrenched herself away. She had grown quiet and listless as if the mainspring of her passion had broken. But there was a sombre gleam in her eyes that would have given pause to a wiser man than Tregarthen.




  “You mean to go through with it?” she asked.




  “Ay, I do. Come, you know me, Ruth. Do you remember a Tregarthen breaking his word? I have no more to say.”




  “Then let it be as you like. I will name the day myself—the First of March. There shall be feasting and rejoicing; it shall be a skeleton feast, with Hunger and Want for my bridesmaids, and my gifts to the groom shall be Hatred and Contempt. It shall be a pretty wedding, Tregarthen; the children shall gather the dead frosted flowers and strew my path with them. And we will take our honeymoon at Port Gwynn, in one of the deserted cottages there.”




  Ruth’s voice rose higher and higher until the valley rang with it. Tregarthen was watching her in fascinated astonishment as she passed to and fro over the dead flowers. He never caught the odour of dead vegetation again without recalling that scene with shame and humiliation.




  “But, Ruth,” he said, stepping forward, “if you will listen——”




  The girl laughed mockingly; she swept a low curtsy, and, turning, fled up the valley towards the Sanctuary. Tregarthen would have followed but that some one came apparently out of the ground and barred his way. Tretire stood doggedly there, his face grim and set, his lower lip caught cruelly between his white teeth.




  “You have been listening?” Tregarthen exclaimed.




  “Ay,” Tretire whispered, “I have.”




  “Then I need not explain what has happened.”




  “You needn’t. Only you’ve got to listen to me. Push me like that again and I’ll kill you. I’ve got the red blood before my eyes to-night.”




  A wise man would have said nothing in reply. But, like most monarchs, Tregarthen was not a wise man, for was not here a subject who was flaunting him to his face, looking at him with a contempt that was harder to bear than any spoken outburst of insolence? Truly the modern spirit was abroad, it was as if an avowed Anarchist had dropped in to afternoon tea with an Emperor. Given that Emperor a temple of his own and a depleted exchequer to boot, and the upshot is obvious. And in all Europe there was no greater an Autocrat than Tregarthen.




  He was not a wise man, as you have seen. Handsome, gifted, brave as a Rupert, headstrong as a Stuart, he possessed none of the qualities that go to make up a strong ruler. And he believed in his anointed station as firmly as does the German Emperor.




  This was Rebellion. For a moment the hot blood rose to his cheek, his hands clenched as he half stepped towards Tretire. He was physically powerful, but the man who had so inflamed his passion was his match anywhere.




  “You are mad to speak thus to me,” he said.




  “Mad as you like,” Tretire replied, with a queer, strangled laugh. “And yet not so mad, after all. Leave that girl alone, Tregarthen.”




  “I am going to marry Ruth Pengelly.”




  “No, no. I listened, and I heard what she said. Never a word of love has passed between us, her lips are pure of mine. And yet I have felt that she cared for me as I cared for her. And now I know. I would do anything for Ruth. Don’t you push me too far.”




  “I can expel you from the island.”




  “You can. But where I go Ruth goes. Be wise in time, Tregarthen. Don’t push me too far. Lord, Lord, what a fool you are!”




  The words came from Tretire’s lips with an expression of sincere pity. Had he dealt Tregarthen a blow he could have hurt him no more. He stood still and silent in the moonlight, a sound like the beat of hammers roaring in his ears.




  “Why am I a fool?” he contrived to say.




  “Because you are going against fate, because you are trying to push back the tide with a broom. Do you suppose you can keep Tregarthen like this always? No man could. Why should we starve so that you can lord it over us? Why should we want bread when the loaves and fishes are to our hand? There’s such a thing as the law of supply and demand——”




  “Tretire, what pernicious literature have you been reading?”




  Gervase laughed just a little awkwardly.




  “I’m one of the few here who can read,” he replied. “Ruth has brought books over from the Rectory—scores of ‘em. And I’ve read them all. I know all about the serfs and vassals and how they fought their way to liberty. You may think that Tregarthen is a smiling paradise; but in spite of her beauty and her climate she is no more than a blot on civilization; you don’t beat us or illtreat us, but we are your slaves all the same. And to prove this you would use your power to take to wife a woman who despises and dislikes you. A wise and upright monarch, forsooth! A libertine and a rouê. I don’t know what that last word means, but perhaps you do.”




  Tregarthen stepped forward. No longer was his passion on the lead. His eyes flamed, a red light danced before them. In the mist stood Tretire, and then he seemed to be at full length upon the withered flowers and Tregarthen with bruised knuckles standing over him.




  Only for an instant, and Tretire was on his feet again. There was wild blood in this man’s veins, the blood of the Moor and the Spaniard, the reckless strains of old Tretire blood that ran hotly in the days of the wreckers. And he was face to face with the man who threatened to rob him of something dearer than life. A thin crimson trickled down his face.




  He grappled for Tregarthen, whose willing hands met his, and then they struggled desperately and silently in the moonlight. Their feet crushed into the dank vegetation, their eyes were fixed in hate—murder on one face writ large—the gasping breath hung cloudy in the air. Gradually but surely Tregarthen was driven back until he was pinned to the ground with Tretire at his throat. He struggled still, struggled hard for the life that was assuredly forfeit; his starting eyes caught the flash of steel; in imagination he could feel the crush of the point, feel his life’s blood ebbing on the grass.




  “Stop, for the love of Heaven, stop!”




  The words rang out loud and clear in the frosty air. Tretire’s uplifted hand was arrested, he dashed his hand across his eyes like a man suddenly aroused from a dream. Ruth bent down and took the knife from his hand.




  “What were you going to do?” she asked.




  “I—I don’t know,” Tretire said, in a dazed tired way. “Tregarthen struck me, and I, yes, I know now. I was going to kill him. I should have killed him if you hadn’t come up. Thank God you came.”




  Tregarthen had risen by this time.




  Tretire stood trembling like a reed from head to foot. His eyes were full of loathing for himself.




  Then he covered his face with his hands and sobbed like a child.




  Tregarthen turned away. It is not a pleasant sight to see a strong man’s tears.




  “You struck him,” Ruth said. “You struck him. Oh, Tregarthen!”




  Tregarthen was silent, too ashamed to explain. How could he tell Ruth that they had quarrelled over her?




  Tretire came forward. “Look here,” he said. “See the marks of his hand. We were foster brothers, we shared the same breast, we were children together. And I saved his life, not once, but twice. No man ever dared to lay hands on Gervase Tretire before. Ask him what I said that gave him the right to do this—ask him.”




  No explanation came. Tregarthen was redly silent, sullenly ashamed.




  “I’ll tell you,” Tretire went on. “We quarrelled over you. I said the man who used the forms and customs of the island to force a girl to marry him was the worst type of a libertine. And then he struck me.”




  “You spoke no more than the truth,” said Ruth, sadly. “My poor Gervase, I see how you are suffering. He struck you, and you are going to let him go.”




  She raised herself up and kissed Tretire tenderly on the raw wound over his eyes. Tregarthen turned his head away. It was a humiliating moment for him, the deepest self-abasement he had ever known. Never before had a Tregarthen been flouted like this. The headstrong folly, like the folly of the Stuarts, was upon him.




  “It all makes no difference,” he said. “Tretire, I am deeply sorry I struck you, I am ashamed of myself.”




  “And you forgive me?” Ruth cried.




  “If I have anything to forgive,” Tregarthen said coldly. “But I have pledged my word to marry you, and I shall not go back from that. Make the most of your time, and recollect that I can be a firm ruler as well as a generous one.”




  He turned abruptly away and strode homewards. Perhaps there was madness in the air. There were legends of mad things Tregarthens had done in the past, but nothing more insane was in the annals of the race than Tregarthen’s folly to-night. He had been defied, and he meant to show his power. Ruth had flouted him to his face. This insubordination must be stamped out with a firm hand.




  “He will keep his word,” Tretire whispered.




  “And I shall keep mine—up to a certain point. Gervase, I love you.”




  “God bless you for those words, sweetheart.”




  “You knew it all the time; oh, you—you must have known. I heard what you said to Tregarthen, so that I can speak plainly to you. I shall go through with it to a certain point. I shall go through the ceremony of being made a lady of the soil, and then I shall decline to proceed further. I will stand up at the altar and refuse to call that man my husband; I will ask Mr. Guy to protect me. Miriam Murch is rich and powerful, and she can influence all the papers in England. The thing will get into the great daily journals; it will cause a sensation. England will be interested, and public opinion will force Tregarthen to do something for his people. And I shall never rest till he has done so.”




  Ruth spoke as a prophet, with head thrown back, and eyes glistening. Tretire was watching her with deepest admiration. And he was heart and soul with her in the new crusade. Besides the two visitors, they were the only people on the island who understood what could and should be done.




  “I am on your side,” Tretire said. “I shall be there to see no harm comes to you. We will raise up the islanders, we will startle them into life. Once prove to them what slaves they are, and the rest is easy.”




  Ruth made no reply; she was looking up to the frosty stars flung across the sky as if seeking the secret of the future there. Then very slowly she and Tretire walked back in the direction of the Sanctuary.




  * * * * *




  “I don’t agree with you at all, my dear,” said Mary the Wise. She was seated on her bed discussing the latest development of affairs with Miriam. Ruth had just left, and Ruth had been outspoken as to the dramatic events of the evening. “I regard Tregarthen as a most picturesque personage. He is utterly impossible in this age, and he will have to be cut down to fit the picture. Do you know what is the best thing that could happen to Tregarthen?”




  “Live on sixpence a day and earn it,” Miriam said pithily.




  “Precisely. A ghastly remedy for a regal disorder, but the remedy will be applied if necessary. Personally, I am averse to invoking the aid of the Great Secret if I can do without it, but I am not going to see the people starve. And I am not going to allow Tregarthen to marry Ruth.”




  Mary spoke with the calm assurance that goes with youth, wealth, and beauty. She might have been a duchess settling the affairs of a favourite maid. Miriam did not laugh—her face was quite grave.




  “The islanders will not help you there,” she said.




  “Of course not. They will not be asked. Under ordinary circumstances Ruth would have to marry Tregarthen. The clannishness and the slavery to custom of these people is simply marvellous. But we come here—from Chicago of all places in the world—as the god in the car to emancipate a colony from serfdom. I am Warwick the king-maker, and don’t you forget it. Guess I’m going to open the eyes of Tregarthen to a pretty considerable extent.”




  “If you do,” said Miriam, “please keep them open. They are eyes too handsome for the sole purpose of seeing men as trees walking.”




  “It is all settled,” Mary said, in her serene way. “Naomi has been posting me up in the customs of the island. When a Tregarthen has been compelled to fall back on one of the first Four Families for a wife he has to go through the form of dowering her with a rood of land. The land is chosen, and the ceremony takes place a week before the wedding in the little church. When this is done the future bride becomes a lady of the soil, a kind of landed heiress in her own right, and consequently a mate fitting to be a Tregarthen. Naomi says the ceremony is very quaint and impressive.”




  “We shall have to see this,” said Miriam. “I am looking forward to it.”




  Mary smiled in a puzzling kind of way. She took some letters from a desk and carefully stamped them. Miriam saw that for the most part they were addressed to such frivolous firms as pandered to a love of dress and fashion.




  “I thought you meant to stay here for a long time,” she said. “If so, why do you want to write to your dressmaker and milliner? Surely you are not going to bring Paris to Ruth’s wedding?”




  “Ruth isn’t going to be married—at least, not to Tregarthen,” Mary replied. “How do you know that I haven’t fallen in love with one of these picturesque islanders, and purchased him for a husband?”




  “Purchased him! My dear Mary!”




  “Well, that is what it comes to. Many American girls purchase titles with husbands attached to them, which must be a great drawback sometimes. Personally, I have no taste for dilapidated dukes and their badly repaired marquesses. And now will you do me a favour?”




  “A dozen, Mary. What is it?”




  “Then go to bed, and don’t stand chattering there all night. Pleasant dreams, dear.”
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  “HAVE you ever noticed,” said Miriam next day, “how much more often our idols forsake us than we forsake our idols?”




  “I have noticed,” Mary said flippantly, “that we have grown very cynical. Miriam, please, please don’t be flamboyant.”




  “I am going to give you a practical illustration,” Miriam resumed. “We have the highest opinion, say, of a man or woman——”




  “Say a man. It makes the lecture so much more interesting to a feminine audience.”




  “As a matter of fact, I had a man in my mind. You respect a man, you think highly of him, you put him on a pedestal and worship him. He may be a poet or a statesman, or a great artist——”




  “Or even a mere husband, I suppose?”




  “If you please, Mary. Well, there he is on his pedestal for gods to admire. If anybody suggested to you that he was a mere man, and liable to human frailties, you would scornfully refuse to believe it. But let your idol fall headlong into the gutter, and after the first shock of disappointment it seems to be very natural after all. Some day I am going to write a book on ‘The Idols that Desert Us.’”




  “My dear Miriam,” said Mary, “what does all this mean? I have had no idols for years. I pulled all the sawdust out of them in my doll days. What you say is so true and so trite, that I can only agree with you.”




  “I know. But there are others who have idols, and these people have theirs in Tregarthen. In their eyes he has been the king who can do no wrong. They would scornfully refuse to regard a Tregarthen as a mere man, and now they have had their shock, and Tregarthen has fallen—not quite in the dust, but the pedestal is decidedly lopsided.”




  “You are alluding to last night’s incidents, Miriam. Do you mean to say the island knows all about Tregarthen’s violence to Tretire?”




  “I do, Mary. And the people are very much shocked and distressed about it. How the story got out is a mystery. Ruth only told us two, and I am quite sure Tretire said nothing to any one.”




  “I am sure of it,” Mary said warmly. “Gervase Tretire is a gentleman. Are you certain of these matters, Miriam?”




  “Absolutely. I was through the valley before breakfast, and they were discussing the question. Tregarthen came along as Tretire arrived on the scene, carrying a black eye like a chiefs banner. And Tregarthen was ashamed. It would not take much to raise a revolt in Tregarthen.”




  “And a good thing too,” Mary cried. “Anything to stop the starvation that stares Tregarthen in the face. Here is a smiling paradise turned into a howling waste because one man tries to play Providence to himself and his people. Suppose the weather keeps on like this, what will they do? Why, starve, unless a golden argosy comes up out of the west bringing the gifts of the gods to these poor people. I dreamt last night that a brave ship landed here with corn and oil and wine, and that there was sweet content everywhere. Miriam, do you see any signs of my argosy?”




  They were standing under the gateway of the Sanctuary, waiting for a scud of sleet and rain and snow to pass. Between the island and the mainland was a plunging leaden sea, tumbled hissing caps of foam were sliced off and scattered as a sower scatters grain. Tintagel drooped mournfully under a clinging canopy of mist, his forefoot shod with a living tearing spume, while overhead the thin cloud wrack was skating over a pallid sun. Here and there was a glimpse of the sea, swirling, tossed, broken, blotted out instantly. Close by this apple trees were swishing, bent over to the ground, the air trembled to the shock of the heavy plunging seas. And lips were taut with the fine spray that clung to the skin with a rude harshness.




  “If your argosy comes,” Ruth said, as she came out into the shadow, “she would be a total wreck before she touched the Fin Sands. Heaven help the boat that finds herself in the Bay before morning.”




  “But there is Pinehaven,” said Mary. “You told me that if a ship could creep in there she would be safe.”




  “I told you her crew would be saved, which is another matter. If a ship came into the bay and I was aboard her I would steer her into Pinehaven and save every soul. But the ship would pile up on the Razor Back, and never could she float again, because one half would be in the deep water and the other half on the rocks. The crew could step out on to hard high sand and be safe.”




  “Couldn’t you send off to the ship as she came drifting by the Fin Head?” Mary asked.




  “It is possible, just possible,” Ruth replied. “A Tretire did it nearly two centuries ago with the Royal Consort. And Gervase Tretire is the only man on the island to-day who might succeed in such an undertaking. He would swim out from Fin Head and try and board the ship. If he failed he would never be seen again. And in a hundred attempts he would fail ninety-nine times. There would be a poor chance for your golden argosy.”




  Mary debated the point no further. She came out presently with her head tied up in an oilskin, a great pilot coat about her slim figure.




  “I am going up to Fin Head to watch the sea,” she said. “Come along.”




  The others, similarly attired, followed. They fought their way through the valley past the swishing swaying apple trees to the headland beyond. Overhead the torn cloudwrack was racing along like wreckage washed along a blue shore. Now and again Trevose would stand out sharp and clear, its little bay one seething cauldron, then the light shut down again to the wild grey sadness. It was necessary to stop now and again with backs to the wind and gasp for breath. All along the headland the coarse reeds lay to the wind and whistled dismally. To the summit of Fin Head the white sheets of spray rose hissing, flung headlong into the faces of the watchers keen as lashes.




  They stood silent for a little time impressed with the majesty of the angry waters. There are many grand and awe-inspiring sights in nature, but none grander and more uplifting than the face of the deep with the passion unslipped, and the teeth of the gale bared to the tempest.




  “Is it often like this?” Mary panted.




  “Sometimes for days together,” Ruth replied. “At such times we can only communicate with the mainland by telephone.”




  “Telephone?” Mary gasped faintly. “A telephone here?”




  “Yes, Lloyd’s station on the west of Fin Head. It has been there for five years. I remember Tregarthen made a fearful fuss at the time, but even he was not strong enough to fight the British Government, and he had to give in.”




  Mary said no more. A telephone on Tregarthen seemed a weird uncanny thing. Her sympathies were all with Tregarthen in this matter, yet the time was near when Mary blessed the harsh jangling of that bell.




  They crouched there for an hour, drenched with spray and stunned with the combat of the water. Now and then a green sea uplifted like a great sliding mountain, and half the hillside was covered with creaming foam. The whole world seemed to be rocking to the fury of the gale. Mary gazed out upon the wide tossing fields until the salt filled her eyes, and the wind got hold of her hair and dragged it like dank seaweed from the jealous pins.




  * * * * *




  That night she dreamt of argosies and ships at sea. She dreamt of the boom of the great crested waves, she saw the great barks slung afar by the gale, and she saw the islanders down at Pinehaven waiting for the food they needed. When she woke the cold grey dawn was picking out the shadows of the cell, and Ruth was standing over her. The girl was already dressed, oilskin and all, and her eyes were full of a certain sadness, yet stern withal.




  “What is it?” Mary asked. “Is anything wrong?”




  “Your argosy has come,” said Ruth. “There is a ship in the bay.”




  Mary rose and dressed rapidly. She was trembling with excitement and a strange chill fear that she had never felt before. Outside, the gale was screaming with unabated fury. The mad charges ever and again hit the solid stone walls and made them hum like a harpstring smitten by an unfamiliar hand. The rain had been blown clear out of the sky, but the blast was bitterly cold. In the night the wind had shifted to the north-west, and there was a feeling like snow in the air. Then there was a thudding report, cut short by the wind. If you have ever heard that sound you will understand why Mary’s heart burst into furious beating and a certain lump rose to her throat. Again the boom of the gun was heard, the signal of a ship in dire need and peril.




  Up on Fin Head all the island had collected, save for the children and such of the women who were too old and feeble to face the gale. A raw grey morning growing gradually clearer, a morning to remember. A wild white shuddering plain lay before the eyes, a plain broken here and there by dark patches. It was impossible to face the sea for more than a few seconds at a time, and as yet the keenest pair of eyes there had not made out the doomed ship. Over at Trevose they were making vain efforts to launch the lifeboat, but the north-west gale was dead into the mouth of the landlocked harbour, and thrice was the boat dashed back on to the sands to the imminent danger of the crew. All this could be clearly seen, and was being watched breathlessly by the grimly silent islanders.




  Again was the attempt made, and again was the lifeboat seen to be flung like a cork back over the creamy sands. A great white wall of spray fell away, and there stood the lifeboat crew over a little black twisted knot on the sands, and a tall figure in riding attire bending over it.




  “It’s dreadful, dreadful!” Mary moaned. “What is it?”




  “An accident to one of the crew, for sure,” said Tretire. “Yon’s Dr. Julien. They’ll have to take the boat back up the cliffs and launch her from Port Gavern.”




  “Won’t that be too late?” Miriam asked.




  Tretire said nothing. The operation would take an hour, and subsequently the lifeboat would have to beat her way some four miles further, and a crueller coast for the gallant work it was impossible to imagine. The tears were running freely down Mary’s face, but she was absolutely ignorant of the fact. Other women were crying too, the men alone were stern, yet sad. If they could only have done something besides stand there buffeting the gale! But there was nothing to be done, and only too well they all knew it.




  Once more came the thud of the gun, this time nearer. All eyes were turned in the direction of the sound. Tretire’s hands were held down over his brows. His voice rose wildly and stormily over the gale.




  “There she is,” he cried; “a point or two off the Dolphin. A liner! God help the poor people aboard of her. It’s one of the Atlantic Star liners, the Nomad or the Comus, and she’s heading for Fin Sands.”




  She came out of the mist with the swiftness and suddenness of a vision—a great grey boat lifted clean of the water, a majestic inbound liner with perhaps the better part of a thousand souls aboard. It seemed almost impossible to believe that so stout a ship, so strong, so beautifully built a vessel should be at the absolute mercy of the treacherous sea.




  “Is she broken down, Tretire?” Tregarthen demanded.




  He had just come up, his teeth bared by dint of running into the heart of the gale. Tretire turned to him sullenly.




  “No,” he said. “Machinery damaged, doubtless, but she’s got steering way upon her. Ah, if they only knew what to do!”




  Every man present silently echoed the wish in his heart. The spindrift passed away once more, and there, right under the lee of the head, lay the beautiful ocean greyhound, like an albatross with a broken wing, passing on to her destruction. Another half hour and she would be in fragments on the Fin Sands. In a wild frenzy Tretire roared out some instructions, but the wind beat back the words into his teeth. He might as well have shouted from Earth to Mars, for the ears of the angels to hearken. Tregarthen smote his hands passionately together.




  “This is dreadful!” he cried. “Is there nothing to be done? Am I so utterly powerless as I seem to be?”




  “There be times,” said Tretire, “when kings be made of dirt, same as other folks.”




  Tregarthen allowed the gibe to pass. Tretire spoke loudly and his voice carried gustily. The glistening, oilskinned group standing round nodded approvingly. Two days before this quiet demonstration would not have happened, yet now these men seemed to have arrayed themselves under Tretire, and his black eye led them as the colours of a regiment.




  “Is it possible to save them?” Tregarthen asked.




  “Well, it is,” said Tretire, slowly. All his sullenness and anger seemed to vanish. “You’re a good swimmer, Tregarthen. You get down off the point yonder and swim off to her. If so be as you get aboard, are you man enough to steer her on to the Fin Beck?”




  Tregarthen shook his head sadly. Brave he was, but his courage was not of the reckless order. He had too vivid an imagination for that. Tretire looked up into his face and smiled meaningly.




  “If you can’t do it, I will,” he said. “Tregarthen is a great man, but I am going to show the island things he can’t do.”




  He stood up and tore off his oilskins, kicked off his big sea-boots, and peeled off coat and vest. With a little cry Ruth darted forward.




  “No, no,” she said. “You shall not do it. Gervase, you know that I love you, love you better than anything on this earth. Hold him, Tregarthen; beat him to the ground—chain him to the rocks. Oh, if you are men you won’t see my heart torn out of my body like this.”




  With one hand clinging to Tretire’s wrist she turned imploringly to the men who stood about her.




  Tregarthen had turned his head away, humiliation and admiration struggling for his soul. And the gale screamed and whistled and the good ship plunged on to her destruction. The rattling flap of the oilskins was as a running volley of pistol shots.




  A beautiful smile was on the face of Tretire. Mary dashed the tears from her streaming eyes and regarded him with a deep admiration. He was going to do this great brave thing and no soul in Tregarthen could stop him. Before the eyes of them all he took Ruth in his arms and kissed her tenderly.




  [image: ]




  “My girl,” he said, “I am going to do my duty. Let me go.”




  The look in his eyes was almost pleading. In a slow, dazed, fascinated way, Ruth released him. Some power seemed to compel her laggard obedience. There were no tears in her eyes now, no passion on her face. Only the red lips quivered in what might have been a prayer.




  “To-night I am a widow,” she said. “To-night I am alone.”




  Tretire ran down the headland and out upon a ragged spur that pierced far into the troubled heart of the white waters. They saw him stand straight and strong and tall, then he bent back as the waves swept from the foot of the platform and plunged into the racing hellbroth at his feet. For thirty breathless seconds, nothing was seen of him. Ruth had crept to Mary’s feet where she lay huddled on the cold naked floor. What mattered it? Could anything be colder than her own starved heart?




  With shaking fingers Miriam unstrapped the glass she had brought. The gale tugged at her arms so that she could hardly steady the binoculars.




  “He’s gone,” said Tregarthen. “Caught in the undertow. It was bound to happen if he didn’t dive far out.”




  “He is there,” Miriam cried. “I see his head. What a magnificent thing, what a noble thing! Tregarthen, you are not worthy to black that man’s boots. And they have seen him from the ship. They are putting lines out. Ah, now I cannot see him any longer. But he will not fail.”




  Nobody said anything, for there are moments when evil prophecy is no better than a grievous sin. Every man there knew the dire peril of the swimmer, knew the tricks and twists of the tide and the chaffing flow of the currents where an average swimmer would have perished in fair weather. It was possible that Gervase Tretire might be seen again; but nobody dared hope for it. So they were silent for the sake of Miriam’s brave words.




  Silent and grim, though the gale made noise enough. A thin spray smote upon the oilskins, they flapped noisily in the wind, crackling to each movement. All eyes were turned to the drifting boat now. There was just a flash of watery sunshine and Tintagel raised his ragged head out of a mist like tears. As the glint radiated over the churning waste, Miriam pointed to a black object bobbing above the spume. It was smitten here and there, sport for the derisive winds, now down low in the trough, now high out of the water. Then a hand shot high in the air.




  “Tretire, Tretire,” Tregarthen cried. “It is Tretire.”




  There was hope now, unless the swimmer was dashed against one of the long ledges of cruel gapped teeth that fringed the coast there. Strong swimmer he might have been, yet he was at the mercy of the storm. At any moment he might be pitched high and flung on to the black forehead of a rock where he would have been crushed like eggshell. Mary felt the convulsive grip of Ruth about her knees.




  “What is it, dear?” she asked tenderly.




  “Tell me, can you see?” Ruth asked. Her voice was hoarse, she breathed thickly as one does who has sped far. “I dare not look. Lend me your eyes, Mary. Look for me, and let me know.”




  But Mary looked in vain. A ragged wrack of rain spread itself over the heaving plain like a cloud of cavalry. The stinging rush of it beat in her eyes till she could see nothing but the stern-faced group around her. The whole landscape seemed to have been wiped out with a damp sponge. How long the mist curtain hung now it would have been impossible to say, probably not more than fifteen minutes, and yet it was as a night vigil to those waiting there.




  The raw battalions of the gale thrust it aside at length, once more came sea and sky mingled furiously together. Something like a spider on the end of a shining thread seemed to be swarming up the side of the steamer, a great puff of smoke—beaten and twisted and crushed flat by the wind—came from the funnels, the churn and busy thresh of the screw could be heard. Then her syren screamed out in a weird, drunken, staggering triumph. Through her glasses Miriam could see a figure on deck waving arms aloft.




  Crash went the binoculars on the rocks as Miriam screamed that Tretire was safe. But she only told those grim-faced men what they had guessed already. The new way on the steamer, the swaggering blare of the syren had been enough for them. Yet nobody cheered—they were too deeply moved for that. Mary felt the arms about her knees creeping upwards. She raised Ruth from the streaming rocks and kissed her with unsteady lips.




  “Look up, dear,” she said. “Tretire is safe.”




  Ruth seemed to be feeling her way out of the darkness to the knowledge of this glorious truth. She looked like one who dreams evilly and is as yet barely conscious that she has come back to the joy of being. A flashing blaze of sunshine caught the steamer and held it as in a frame. She was pushing on steadily now, booming and humming like some gigantic insect.




  Ruth’s eyes lighted up and a flood of gladness poured into them.




  “It is done,” she cried. “The good Father has done this thing for me. Let us get down to the Fin Beck and see the ship come in.”




  Most of the others had already started. The wind and the rain were behind them and they streamed down the hill under full sail. Ruth ran, calling and praying as she went, her light foot outstripping the rest. The big steamer came rounding into the bay, the noise of shouting and stamping could be heard from her deck, and then Tretire’s voice, curt, loud, and commanding, above the rest. Then the Comus seemed to pitch high in the air, there was a rending splitting crash as she caught the Razor Back and hung there whilst the great waves were beating the life out of her. The stern was rocking in green water, the bows were buried in deep sand. As a wave broke and rolled back impotently a sailor jumped breast deep in the yellow spume and made his way to shore. Another and another followed till the doomed ship was absolutely deserted. Tretire had steered those lives to safety, but no power on earth could have saved the Comus.




  There were no passengers on board at all, the captain explained. Fever had broken out soon after leaving London and the full complement had been landed at Plymouth. The Comus was proceeding under orders to Liverpool when the storm broke out and damaged her propeller shaft. There was nothing new about the story; it was the old, old tragedy of the sea, that has been and will be so long as men go down to the deep in ships.




  “It’s a bad job,” said Captain Stannard as he poured a quart or two of salt water from his boots, “but it might have been worse. And here’s a hero for you. I’m proud to shake hands with you, Mr. Tretire.”




  “Eh!” Gervase asked in a vague kind of way. “Do you mean me?”




  Stannard indicated emphatically that he meant no other. A narrower citizen of the world would have marvelled at the placid manner with which these people received so marvellous an act of heroism. But the Atlantic seas are cold and treacherous, and acts of heroism on that coast were as daily bread. They were all heroes by birth and training and instinct. They couldn’t have been anything else had they tried. Tretire looked at the skipper of the Comus with some embarrassment.




  “We will try and make you as comfortable as possible,” said Tregarthen. “Unfortunately we are suffering from hard times, but we can manage to feed you. When the tide ebbs you will be able to get your kits ashore.”




  There were just one hundred and fifteen of the outcasts altogether, stolid, hard-bitten men who accepted the danger and the freak of fortune with magnificent indifference. They drifted away one by one to the Sanctuary or to some cottage hard by to strip off wet clothes and assume hospitably proffered dry ones. When the tide went down it would be possible to get the sea chests ashore.




  “Gervase, how long will she last?” Mary asked.




  “Over the next tide and perhaps one more after that,” Tretire replied. “She carried so far over the Razor Back that she rests almost on the sands. But the big waves will pound her to pieces all the same. She’s badly strained, too, and her back is bound to break before long.”




  “She is fully provisioned, they say?”




  “Oh yes. Provisioned for fifteen hundred people for a week. Enough provisions and flour and biscuit and tinned things to keep us for months.”




  “And what becomes of these provisions?”




  “Well, they’re generally sold on the spot for what they’ll fetch. Judging by the amount of money on Tregarthen, I should say that would be twopence ha’penny. It’ll pay them to move the stuff to Bristol.”




  Mary said no more for the present, but there was a light of resolution in her eye. As they fought their way homewards Miriam glanced at her inquiringly. It was not until the seclusion of the Sanctuary was reached that Mary unburdened her mind as she sat rubbing the salt from the amber glory of her hair.




  “Of course you’ve guessed it, Miriam?” she said.




  “Of course,” Miriam replied dryly. “It is a well-known fact that I can read other people’s thoughts and occasionally my own. Still, it doesn’t require a wide perspicuity to see that you are going to buy those stores for the islanders.”




  “I am,” Mary said. “My golden argosy has come home. It has come in a way I did not expect; but if ever there was a bright and shining example of the proverb as to an ill wind, it is here. When I am clothed and in my right mind I am going to get Lloyd’s man here to telephone to my agent in London to buy the provisions as they stand. Before I sleep to-night I am going to have this settled.”




  Thus spoke the spoilt beauty and heiress. Had a continent or the future of a people been at stake she would have approached the matter in the same regal way. There was a calm light in her lovely eyes that spoke of a triumph already assured.




  “Before night!” Miriam gasped. “My dear Mary!”




  “Before night,” replied the magnificent one. “I have said it.”




  And, surely enough, before nightfall there came the message that Mr. Elias P. Bang, of Basinghall Street, on behalf of a client had purchased the stores of the Comus for the sum of two thousand eight hundred and four pounds, fourteen shillings and threepence. And to this day Mary is puzzled and annoyed over those shillings and pence.
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  SUCH then is the magical power of gold, the gold that in good hands is so blessed and fruitful a thing. It is the magic wishing-cap, the touchstone of us poor commonplace mortals. In Mary’s hands it had been a fairy wand, to abolish want and care and hunger from Tregarthen.




  Before dark the following day the stores were practically landed and housed in the big dry cavern behind Trebarrock by the Comus hands who were yet unable to reach the mainland owing to the great ground-swell that came up like the dirge of the dying storm. But as yet nobody knew to whom these things belonged. With the third morning there came sunshine and calm, and a fleet of boats out from Trevose eager for the news and for the sailors off the Comus Plymouth bound. And there was news and gossip enough for the fish market to last a good year economically used and sparingly applied. How many a hundred times was the story of the Comus told, I wonder. I have heard it in the hostel, in the cottage, in the farmer’s best parlour and away up inland where the tin miners are. In time it will become a legend with the graceful extravagance of fancy embroidered upon it and firmly believed.




  The sailors were gone at last, and Tretire was greatly embarrassed by the possession of a handsome keyless gold watch, late the property of Captain Stannard and now a source of anxiety to Gervase, whose black eye was for the nonce forgotten. He would have had Mary take care of it for him, but she stoutly declined.




  “Watches are made to wear,” she said, “to tell the time.”




  “Who wants to know the time on Tregarthen?” Tretire retorted.




  Mary’s nimble wit was powerless before logic like this. Finally the watch was enshrined in an old glass-topped jewel-case of Mary’s, and hung up in Tretire’s cottage together with his Albert medal and an illuminated address that Tretire anathematized as a ‘parcel of foolishness.’ And if you take that man by the hand—provided that he will let you—and fuss over him and try and make him out to be a hero, he will probably turn his back on you and ignore you steadily so long as you permeate the island with your foolish presence.




  “Never mind about the watch now, Gervase,” said Mary. “I want you to help me. I have been going over those stores, and I find they will be ample for our requirements. I have bought them for the island, Gervase.”




  “Knowed it from the first,” Tretire growled. “So long as you’ve got money, it’s easy to spend it. But to get rid of that stuff is a different matter.”




  “Starving men are not severe critics, Gervase.”




  “Meaning that we shall be glad of anything before long. And so we shall. And we’ll take what you offer and be grateful, only Tregarthen won’t let us. You don’t know that man when his obstinate spirit is afire.”




  “And you don’t know what an angry woman is like, Tretire. Can’t you imagine me a raging fury blazing up and down the island?”




  “No,” said Gervase, doggedly, but admiringly. “I can’t, Mary Blenkiron.”




  “Well, neither can I. But I am not going to be thwarted in this thing. I am not going to be beaten. It seems almost as if a kind Providence had sent these things here for the benefit of these poor patient suffering islanders. And yet before they get them, we shall have to fight folly, pride, and blindness. And I am going to fight these things of the night so long as there is breath in my body. Gervase, you are going to be on my side?”




  Mary held out her hand. Gervase took it as if it were some thing of price.




  “Ay,” he said simply. “God bless you, Mary Blenkiron.” He stood before Mary with his head thrown back, posing unconsciously as a champion. Yet his eyes were sombre, for he knew the magnitude of the task he was undertaking. A fine ally, all the same, this man with the broad chest and lean flanks, who was only a poor worker now on a more or less civilized island, yet dress him up and send him swinging down Piccadilly in the season, and he would have passed for something decidedly out of the common.




  “What do you want me to do?” he asked.




  “I want you to help me to sort my stores,” Mary explained. “They have been packed with system, so that the task will be easy. I want the aged and the suffering to have the comforts they sorely need.”




  The work was not difficult. There were cases of wine and brandy, tins of meat extract, boxes of Bovril, and the like, much as if Tregarthen had been chosen as the hospital base for an invading army. Before night, scores of these cases had been distributed over the island. Apparently Tregarthen was sulking in his tent like Achilles, for he heard nothing of these things till all the mischief was done.




  All the same it was no easy matter to get rid of all these good things. There were those who sorely needed them, there were sick children here and there, for a diet of meal porridge and salt fish is not exactly the regimen approved by hospital authorities. And for the sake of the children mothers capitulated before Mary’s advance, but they had the fear of Tregarthen before their eyes. The pale cheeks of a child dimmed their moral vision and the plaint of the suckling drowned the call of conscience. And Mary aided and abetted the social revolution.




  It was not to be expected that this beatific state of affairs could last for long. On the third day trembling vassals brought the news to Tregarthen, and to this hour they speak of the language he used and the Homeric wrath that fell upon him as the story was told. He had been outwitted and tricked by a woman, he had fondly imagined that these stores would be fetched away and that in a few days there would be no more sign of them than there was of the ill-fated Comus.




  And here were the Islanders of Tregarthen actually accepting alms at the hands of the American woman. That Tretire and Ruth were aiding and abetting only added fuel to the flame.




  Well, he would know how to deal with Ruth. He would make an example of her. By all the laws and traditions of the community she was bound to become his wife. Who was the girl that she should set up her will against his? She disliked him, she was ready to defy him, she was clever and rarely beautiful. And, like less favoured mortals, Tregarthen was alive to the desire for the unattainable. In spite of everything he could but admire Ruth strongly, his vanity prompted him to claim her as his own, and gradually bring her to be the loving obedient wife of the great and wise creature he felt himself to be.




  You must not blame this man overmuch for his narrow creed and the limited range of his mental vision. For seven hundred years he and his forebears had governed Tregarthen. They were absolute monarchs. They had seen nothing of the world, they had little education, and their lives were lived out according to rigid precedent. From his own limited outlook, he was ruling his people to the best of his ability and for what he deemed to be their own good. If they starved, he starved. If their years were fat, so were his days. And out in the world beyond was strife and greed and misery, amongst those who would have pitied Tregarthen.




  Again, his ideas were Utopian. Great scholars, men of the world, abstruse philosophers, have preached the Utopian creed from time immemorial. That the thing is impossible so long as human nature is human nature is a mere detail. And yet this was what Tregarthen was trying to do.




  He strode out from his lair in search of Mary Blenkiron, a hard dogged look on his handsome face. A year’s struggle with the world, with daily bread as his only goal, would have been the making of Tregarthen. He would have learnt toleration and pity, he would have come to the knowledge that the best part in life is the conquest of self and consideration for others. He would have come to know that he was a mere figure in the great ledger of life and not the cover that binds the scheme of creation. A year in London slums would have made Tregarthen a new man, a man to know and respect, a man that any woman might be proud to call her lord, ay, and her master, too.




  But Tregarthen knew no more of these things than a headstrong boy. He saw nothing of the beauty of the day, he saw not the lace-like spray passing in over the soddened fields, he had no pleasure in the sunshine, he saw only that his people were passing from him into a state of lazy luxury and golden charity brought here by that infamous American woman. He saw the greed and vice that was assuredly following in her trail. The aged and the sick and the young had done without these things in the past; they should do without them in the future. It never occurred to the man that he was criminally wrong, and that honest labour was far better and sweeter than this reclining on the shoulders of Jupiter, this leaving everything to Providence. A fool if you like, but a fool that you are going to be very sorry for before long.




  A group of islanders stood aside respectfully for him to pass. But there was nothing servile in their looks, though the black dog was on his shoulders and sullen anger in his eyes. He appeared every inch a king who goes to demand the submission of some rebellious subject.




  “Do you know where I shall find Mary Blenkiron?” he asked.




  The American women were up to Port Gwynn, one explained. One or two of the children there were ill, and Mary Blenkiron and Miriam Murch had gone up a while back with Tretire bearing burdens on his shoulders. The big white-bearded islander who vouchsafed this information had an alluringly branded tin or two in his hand.




  “What have you there, Abraham Ede?” Tregarthen demanded.




  The big man hesitated. He looked uneasy, but he had made no show of concealing the package in his hand. His lips were trembling, but not with fear, and his aged, close-lined eyes had all the fire of youth.




  “It’s a cocoa essence,” he said, “and some kind of wine. Last time Dr. Julien was over here, he said wife must have something of the sort. Might as well say she must be fed on pearls. I got this from Mary Blenkiron.”




  “Ah, charity. So you accept charity, eh?”




  “Nothing of the kind,” Ede retorted. “I made her a net for the prawns. And a good net it was. And she gave me this ‘stead of money.”




  “Throw it away!”




  The words came out with a snap from Tregarthen’s lips. A quick movement took place in the little ragged group. So this was the way Mary was sapping the conscience of the people. Tregarthen repeated his edict. Ede stood before him like some rugged old grey tree and leafless, and yet defiant of the gale.




  “It’s for her,” he said doggedly. “Where’s a better wife, Tregarthen? And it’s life to her. If you want this you can have it—same as Trevelyan of St. Kew gotten Rascelles Castle.”




  Now, as the famed Trevelyan ‘gotten’ Rascelles by force of arms, Tregarthen rose to the assurance that a defiance and a challenge were meant. He advanced flamingly on Ede, who stood with the light of battle in his eyes.




  “A fair fight, Tregarthen,” a voice said. “Forty years against seventy-three!”




  Tregarthen’s arm fell to his side and a shamed flush crept to his face. Other men have tried to sweep back civilization and progress with their little brooms. Some of them have been converted, others have lost their heads in more senses than one. On this occasion Tregarthen kept his.




  He strode away up the lawn in the direction of Port Gwynn. He took no shame from the brown, dank desolation where late the flowers had smiled. He took no heed of the fact that this misery and distress was all his doing. He only knew that he had been publicly defied by a vassal, and that he had come out of it with a great deal the worst of the argument. There was poor consolation in the reflection that any of these people would have died for him. But freedom was in the air, and it was coming to Tregarthen as it comes everywhere in time. Mary, the fairy princess, had kissed the sleeping villagers, and they were waking to a knowledge of better and wider things at last.




  Tregarthen came presently to the clutch of huts that formed Port Gwynn. He had quite expected to see most of the cottages deserted, and their tenants safely housed in the Sanctuary. But there were children down on the beach, and Jacob Bishop there busily engaged in fashioning a new boat. A small, yellow-headed boy, with his hands on his hips, stood regarding Tregarthen steadily.




  “What is your father doing?” the latter asked.




  “Making a boat for Mary Blenkiron,” the child replied. “Father, and James Guy, and Martin Hawkes, and all of them’s at it. A fine yacht she’ll be, and there’ll be money to keep us for a great while.”




  Tregarthen walked up to Bishop’s cottage. So this was Mary’s little scheme for keeping the village together. Down below the noise of hammering had ceased. Bishop and the rest had recognized the Dictator, and their slow minds had decided that his visit boded them little good. And there were sick children about, and up in the cottage were the flesh-pots of Egypt in alluring shape.
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  Tregarthen lifted the leather latch of the cottage and walked in. There was a smile on Jenifer Bishop’s face, a crowing child was perched on her shoulder. Miriam sat by the fire, Mary had an older child on her lap, a yellow-headed girl whom she was feeding with some clear amber jelly from a tin. There had been no light or laughter like this in Tregarthen for days.




  “What is the meaning of this?” Tregarthen demanded.




  Comus fled into the Rembrandt shadows. It was as if some master hand had wiped comedy from the canvas, and with a lightning stroke smote in tragedy instead. The children crouched down and whimpered, Jenifer Bishop dropped in a chair and began to rock herself to and fro. There was a wild tempest in Tregarthen’s splendid eyes. He might have been Ajax, Ulysses, any of them that Homer loved. Mary smiled sweetly yet admiringly at him.




  “A little more of the jelly,” Mary said. “Tregarthen, I have no doubt that Jenifer will accept your apology for coming in with your hat on.”




  With a red face Tregarthen clutched at his hat. “What is the meaning of this?” he reiterated.




  “Surely the situation speaks for itself,” Mary replied. “There has been a good deal of sickness here mainly amongst the children, and mainly brought about by an absence of proper food. For that you are utterly to blame. I have consulted Dr. Julien by telephone, and with his approval I am administering jellies and the like. The Port Gwynn men are building a yacht for me, and the money will keep them going for quite a long time. You see, I purchased those stores for the benefit of the sick and suffering, and Dr. Julien advises me what to do.”




  “I will have no more of it,” Tregarthen thundered.




  The red flag was creeping into Mary’s face. “You are violent,” she said. “You are alarming the children. Dr. Julien has ordered these and other certain things, which orders you can revoke if you like.”




  “I certainly do like,” Tregarthen said sullenly. “And I—I beg your pardon for speaking so loud just now.”




  “Oh, you are learning your lesson,” Mary cried. She rose to her feet and stood before Tregarthen with flashing eyes. “Even the lion cub gets his lesson sometimes. Take all my good and nourishing things away and cast them into the sea! And if one of these little ones dies, he will die because you have deprived him of the meat that God has sent him. And if he dies, then there shall be an inquest, and Dr. Julien will give such evidence as shall make England cry shame on you. Tregarthen, this is a matter beyond your power, as it would be beyond the power of any prince in Europe. The doctor has ordered these things, and a doctor is an autocrat in these matters. He can order a pauper champagne if he chooses. Oh, you are a great man, Tregarthen, so great a man that you are utterly lost in contemplation of your own vast grandeur. But are you great enough for this, are you great enough to fly in the face of the penal laws of England? Come, here is the challenge in this little tin.”
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  WITH a steady hand Mary held the small tin tube to Tregarthen. He stood hesitating before her as Portia’s suitors might have done before the caskets. He would have liked to defy all creation, to fling convention to the winds and assert his authority before the eyes of gods and men.




  Now, was ever a constitutional sovereign in so drab a plight before? Fancy the fate of a monarchy depending upon a can of concentrated soup, an empire resting on a carrot, a constitution kept at defiance by a stick of celery! It sounds strange enough, Rabelaisian, and yet is it not recorded somewhere that a grape seed caused severe dynastic complications ages ago in the purple East?




  It was no farce to Tregarthen, however. He accepted the challenge in bitter earnest. Mary had spoken, and she had right and force behind her. A monarch he might be, but at present the fiat of Dr. Julien outweighed his decrees. He waved the offending tin aside.




  “If what you tell me is correct,” he said slowly, “I have no more to say. The matter is entirely in Dr. Julien’s province, and anybody would be powerless under such circumstances. Do as you please with the sick.”




  “That was nicely spoken, Tregarthen. If it hadn’t been——”




  It was Bishop who spoke. The bulky form of the owner of the cottage loomed large in the doorway. He was big and strong with a red and brown face that shone amicably most times. It was quivering with passion now—passion appeased, yet still running over its banks.




  “Wisely said,” he went on. “That little one was dying—dying fair and sweet with the roses on its cheeks, same as two others died three years ago—died of starvation, so to speak, and the want of good things. And Mary Blenkiron’s come amongst us like an angel from heaven to save the little ones. We’ve watched ‘em die because we couldn’t help it, and because we were loyal to you. But when you come to stand between the children and the things God sends ‘em, then you do wrong. And if you’d taken yonder girl at her word I should ha’ killed you, Tregarthen. Sure as I’m a living man, I’d ha’ laid you out at my feet.”




  He spoke with the utmost deliberation; he made no gasp for breath, no bungle over a single word, and yet he was vividly, terribly in earnest. It was the absolute majesty of a strong man’s wrath, the tense fanaticism that leads sometimes to great deeds and sometimes to sickening tragedy. Tregarthen seemed to dwarf into insignificance by the side of him.




  “This is how my people get pampered,” he said bitterly.




  “Nothing of the kind,” Mary retorted. “Bishop, go back to your work. I can hold my own without your assistance.”




  The big man was understood to say that he hadn’t the remotest doubt of it. He clattered from the cottage humming some quaint Cornish melody as to the figure he cut when dancing the polka and disappeared, and presently the thud, thud of his hammer came up the cliffs again. Tregarthen lingered there, loth to go, leaving his guns and colours all behind him.




  “Will you come outside?” he said to Mary. His voice was quieter and more humble than she had ever heard it before. “I have something to say to you.”




  Mary rose at once. She stepped out into the desolation of the garden. Only the sea was smiling at Port Gwynn; for the rest, the blight of the frost had blackened the face of the land.




  “You are corrupting my people,” Tregarthen challenged.




  “You have no people,” Mary replied. “Mind, I speak as a republican, and I may be wrong. The thing you call loyalty is the merest sentiment. Britain loves her queen because she is a good woman and she is the mother of her people. And yet this very Britain has beheaded one king and driven another into exile. What has happened yonder on a large scale will happen here on a small one. Tregarthen, you can’t abolish human nature. Already your people are turning to me because they see I mean well by them, and because they are beginning to comprehend that this periodic starvation is partly your fault.”




  “If you would only go away,” Tregarthen suggested, “I could——”




  “I am not going away, Tregarthen. These people are my people, and I am going to save them all this misery and suffering. If you drive me off the island I shall get Dr. Julien to help me. I shall hire a yacht and hang about the coast. I am not going to be beaten.”




  “My people will not forget their allegiance.”




  “As allegiance, perhaps not. If one of them wilfully defied you, if he put up his authority against yours, they would stone him from the island. And yet I have got the best of you. Why? Because I appeal to poor human nature. When you are stronger than that you are stronger than me; but not before. Do you realize how near you were to death just now?”




  Tregarthen shuddered, not because he was a coward, but because he had a poet’s imagination. He admitted the fact freely enough.




  “You have got behind me through the women,” he said. “Perhaps I do not understand the women. That is why it is necessary I should have a wife. That is why I am going to marry Ruth Pengelly.”




  As he spoke a certain hardness crept into Tregarthen’s voice. There, at any rate, he sat firmly on his throne. The islanders might rebel against him over these little children, but in a matter of spiritual authority they would be with him heart and soul. He had right on his side, he could compel Ruth to become his wife, and all the island would put pressure on her. If Mary were indiscreet enough to interfere in this matter, she would find how slippery her grasp had been.




  He glanced into Mary’s face, but he saw no displeasure there. He only saw a beautiful smiling woman, a woman whom he respected and admired more than he knew. And that smile puzzled him. Mary disapproved strongly of the whole business. She knew that Ruth cared only for Gervase Tretire, and yet she was smiling now as one does at a wayward child.




  “Any one would imagine that I had said something silly,” he remarked fretfully.




  “So you have,” Mary replied. “Do you know that once as a child I made up my mind that my mother should not go to a dance. Directly she came to my bedside and started I began to howl.”




  “It sounds incredible,” Tregarthen said politely.




  “Doesn’t it? Well, I howled for an hour. Then, outside my door, I heard my nurse whisper to the butler that the carriage was to be sent for my mother at once. Then my poor little heart rejoiced, and I fell asleep; and when I woke up in the morning my mother had just come back from her ball. Now, wasn’t that a cruel trick to play upon an innocent little child?”




  Tregarthen laughed. Mary’s dainty ways were very winning. She had a trick of looking up into his eyes that charmed him. All the same he was puzzled; it seemed that Mary was in some way making fun of him.




  “I hardly see the application of the fable,” he said.




  “No?” Mary replied demurely. “Well, I didn’t see the application at the time, but I do now, and so will you in due course; for if there is one thing more certain than another, it is that you are not going to marry Ruth Pengelly.”




  With a saucy little nod of the head Mary turned away and disappeared into the cottage. It was all very puzzling and bewildering, but it merely served to harden Tregarthen’s resolution. He would marry Ruth and nobody else. Already he had fixed the day for the initial ceremony—on the 1st of March, arrayed in her bridal attire, Ruth Pengelly would be made ‘free of the soil,’ a solemn ceremony almost equal to a marriage. The wedding would take place a week later; all this had happened in Tregarthen more than once. And Ruth should call him lord and master, and young Tregarthens in time should call her mother.




  * * * * *




  It was a wild night again with a touch of snow in the air, a creeping rain battered on to the windows of the Sanctuary. There was light and warmth in Mary’s cell, a heap of papers lay on the table. They were copious extracts from the charter, which Mary had been making at Tregarthen Castle.




  “It is all here just as the diary says,” Mary was explaining. “And I have my pedigree down here in black and white. Perhaps you don’t know that I have it all verified by Herald’s College, Miriam?”




  “That is as brilliant a way of disposing of spare capital as any other,” Miriam replied. “Of all the dilapidated shabby old plants I know, commend me to a family tree.”




  “The older the seed the poorer the crop, Miriam. Still, it is not a bad thing to have a grandfather. Now, in your case——”




  “My grandfather died suddenly in Kansas owing to a passion for horseflesh. Being a poor man, they called him a thief; had he been rich, they would have called it kleptomania. And since your pedigree is complete, what then?”




  “That you will see all in good time. When you saw Mr. Guy to-day, did you ask him whether he was surrogate for the granting of marriage licenses?”




  “I did, and he is. Tell me what you are going to do?”




  “I am going to have a most beautiful comedy, and am going to write the piece myself. I am going to play the leading character in one of the most charming theatres in the world with a breathless audience about me. I am about to have an experience before which all the experiences of all the other American girls will pale their ineffectual fires. As to my comedy, it will be called ‘The Taming of the King.’ Miriam, you shall play Boswell to my Johnson. You shall set out all these things in print so that an enlightened transatlantic public shall say, ‘Here is the champion journalistic perverter of the truth of all ages.’”




  Mary paused and laughed. Miriam’s face was expressive of grave disapproval. The door opened and Ruth came in.




  Her dress was shining with beads of rain, her long hair hung damp upon her shoulders. There was pain and worse in her eyes, the whole expression was one of passionate abandonment, of exhaustion and despair. Mary crossed over and kissed her, placed her in a chair, and knotted up that glittering cascade of hair.




  “You have seen Tregarthen?” she asked presently.




  “Oh yes, yes,” Ruth cried. “I am just from him. He is hard and cold and will not let me go. All the island is indifferent to me, nobody cares but you and Naomi. They say it is my duty, that the custom of the island orders it. So long as you save the children what matters me? I can’t do it, Mary. And I don’t want to die; but there is always the sea. There are deep pools under the rocks where one could lie at rest; there are——”




  Her voice trailed off into an inarticulate murmur; she lay back in the chair like one who is both physically and mentally exhausted. In sooth she was, for during the past two hours she had raged passionately and impatiently up and down the island. The wild blood in her veins seemed to have run dry.




  “You are not going to talk like that,” said Mary. “And you are not going to marry Tregarthen. Get ready, prepare your bridal robes, show yourself up with your tiring maids on the appointed day to be made free of the soil, but you will not marry Tregarthen. Do you trust me, Ruth?”




  The girl looked up with a flashing, transient smile.




  “You are so clever,” she murmured. “And your words give me hope. But you can’t prevent Tregarthen from marrying me.”




  “I can, and I will; I pledge my honour, I pledge all I have in the world on it. I stand up here now and tell you that never, never shall you marry Tregarthen. Say nothing to anybody, get ready, come to the place where all Tregarthen brides come, but come with no fear in your heart. Let Tretire know what I say, but not another soul. Miriam, can I not do these things?”




  “You can,” Miriam said, with a sigh, “and I am afraid that you will. Ruth, I almost regret to say that Mary speaks the truth.”




  “And she can save me from Tregarthen! How?”




  “That is my secret,” Mary smiled. “Unless my courage fails—but it will not fail with those big staring eyes before me.”




  Ruth’s head dropped upon the table. Mary’s rhapsody came faint to her ears like a distant summer sea. She made no sign as Mary addressed her. Miriam bent over the still figure.




  “Parson, parson,” she said, “you have preached her to sleep, poor girl.”




  XV — THE NIGHT BEFORE
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  WHAT did it matter to Ruth? What did anything matter to her now? For the days had come and the days had gone, the rain had fallen and the prison bars of the fleeting days were broken, and, behold, tomorrow was the first of March. And here was the most unhappy woman in the whole Duchy of Cornwall, envied by every girl in the island, who would have given things of price to stand in her stout leather shoes—if only they could have got them on!




  Hope was dying in Ruth’s breast. It was all very well for Mary to passionately promise certain things, but even the faith that is great falters when the key looks so insignificant compared with the lock. Ruth was even as a prisoner in the hands of a gaoler who has been promised escape at the hands of a child. How could Mary defeat Tregarthen as she had promised?




  Ruth was becoming resigned to the inevitable. She stood in the great hall of the Sanctuary with her bridal robes about her—a dress of plain white satin and paste-buckled shoes—all loot from gallant ships of long ago—a bodice of quaint figured silk that even Mary gasped to see, and over all a veil so diaphanous and shadowy that some silken spider might have spun a golden thread over the dark hair of the bride. Really, if Tregarthen had had the respect for the morals of his people that he professed, these things had no business in the place at all. That veil, for instance. Princes had made war upon princes for such costly gauds before now.




  Ruth stood there, the cynosure of threescore pair of feminine eyes, as if she had been a beautiful white statue. She heard not how many tongues appraised her, she had only donned her bridal trappings because custom ordained that all Tregarthen brides should do so. The click of tongues went on, and still Ruth stood there, beautiful, insensate, alone with her own sorrow. A flare of flickering candles lit up the carved rafters and wonderful tracery of the great dining-hall, fell upon the motionless figure there, and shone in Ruth’s glorious eyes. She felt like a slave in the Roman market-place, as a picture painted for some wealthy patrician. The same sense of shame was upon her, and yet she had rarely looked more beautiful.




  “Oh,” she said wearily, “have you nearly done with me?”




  Apparently they had not. Moreover, the elder women present resented the obvious desire on Ruth’s part to escape, and thus despoil them of a legitimate sight, an earned entertainment. What did they know of Ruth’s bursting heart? Tregarthen’s mother had come down to the Sanctuary on her bridal eve and had stayed there until the big clock had struck ten. Two or three old dames were proclaiming the fact shrilly. Sensations of any kind were rare in Tregarthen, and the luxury of a wedding as white stones on a drear highway. Outside the moon was riding high and an east wind swept the dead flowers, but inside the clack of tongues held on. Ruth glanced up at the clock, with its slender jewelled hands, impatiently.




  “Heaven grant that I don’t fly out at them,” she murmured. “Could anything be more horrible than the gloating over the passing of a poor white body to a strange man’s keeping? But they mean no harm.”




  Indeed, they meant no harm. They were as innocent as the villagers who crowded round the church to see Dame Amaryllis wedded to Sir Lancelot, and most of them were as full of good wishes. Naomi was not there, for which Ruth was thankful. Then Mary came with Miriam of the inquiring eye. There was a queer bright red spot on Mary’s cheeks.




  “Poor child!” she said. “How she must be suffering! Those people cannot understand the hidden mockery of it all. Let us get her away.”




  “One moment,” Miriam replied. “Let me focus this picture upon my mental retina. Remember, I am merely a spectator and not a performer, and therefore I am interested. Fancy coming upon such a mine of ‘copy’ in a primitive, out-of-the-way community like this!”




  “Miriam, you would make copy out of your own execution! If we don’t get Ruth away, there will be a scene.”




  She pushed her way through the chattering, admiring group in the most masterful manner. Ruth welcomed her with a kind of negative gratitude. But for Mary, she and Tretire would have been secretly married at St. Minver ere this, and Tregarthen might have done his worst.




  “You are tired?” Mary asked.




  “To death,” Ruth replied. “You got me into this—get me out again.”




  Her face had grown white and weary, there was a look half imploring, half desolate in her splendid eyes. The flickering light streamed on her bridal array, her figure was picked out clear against the stone and oak background.




  “Come with me!” Mary said in her clear high tones. “My good people, Ruth is worn out with excitement. Let her pass.”




  They fell back of course, but unwillingly. They had the vague irritation of an audience when some popular favourite fails to appear. With her head high in the air, Mary swept Ruth along to her cell. Once there she fell into a chair and smiled bitterly at Mary.




  “Well,” she demanded, “what do you think of your work, and what value do you put on your promise, Mary Blenkiron?”




  “I never dishonour my bills,” Mary said cheerfully. “You are in no greater danger than you were yesterday. Take off those things.”




  “Ay. Would that I could always feel so cheerfully obedient.”




  Contemptuous passion thrilled in Ruth’s voice. She rose and snatched the veil from her head. It fell like a film of shining dust on the floor. She tore off the bodice and dress, she kicked the paste-buckled shoes off her feet. But for that precious cobweb in danger on the stone flags, Mary might have admired.




  “There!” Ruth cried. “I am free of that. Would that I could cast aside the chains that hold me as easily.”




  “Your chains are purely imaginary ones,” Mary replied. “Ruth, I have a fancy for donning your bridal finery. Help me on with it. At any rate, let me have that veil on for once. I have seen many beautiful things of the kind, but never one like this.”




  “Keep it,” Ruth said recklessly. “If I am not to be made free of the soil to-morrow I shall never need it. And a thing like that would be out of place at the wedding of humble folk like Gervase and myself.”




  Mary cast the veil over her own fair head, and fastened it to her amber hair with a diamond pin. For once she had discarded her woollen garment and was dressed in white. Numerous newly arrived boxes littered the floor.




  “How do I look?” Mary asked.




  “Perfect!” Ruth cried. “I have a wreath of flowers in my cell. Let me crown you with them.” She tripped off lightly and smilingly, as if she had forgotten her own troubles.




  As she went away Naomi came in. Her face was full of trouble, the wrinkles about her eyes seemed to have multiplied tenfold.




  “It’s about Gervase,” she said helplessly. “He saw Ruth just now. And as he went out there was murder in his eyes. I called to him, but he took no notice. God grant that he and Tregarthen do not meet to-night!”




  “Why should they?” Miriam asked.




  “Tregarthen is in the chapel by the Castle. On the night before a maid of the First Families is made free of the soil, Tregarthen keeps vigil in the chapel till midnight. He prays before the graves of his fathers. Oh, oh! If you had only seen Tretire’s face! I am old and frightened.”




  Naomi dropped into a chair, and swayed to and fro impotently. Miriam was regarding her with a certain admiration. Just as she was, and without a thought for her apparel, Mary made for the door.




  “I am going to the chapel,” she said. “Nobody is to follow me. Miriam, you understand that I alone have the power to stop this thing.”




  Miriam nodded, for once in her life overcome with a feeling of utter impotence. She tried feebly to comfort the lone old woman rocking herself to and fro in her chair. A sense of unreality possessed her. Never had Miriam longed to be a man more than she did at this moment.




  Meanwhile Mary was flying like Atalanta across the lawn. Fear, and the knowledge of a coming tragedy, lent speed to her limbs. Tretire had looked upon Ruth in the added charm of her beauty, his jealousy had broken loose; if he could not possess the treasure, nobody else should. And if he met Tregarthen to-night, murder would be done.




  Mary sped on and on. Presently the chapel stood up crisp and clear in the moonlight. Every pinnacle and buttress and crest tile was picked out in liquid silver. The girl passed under the shadow of the Norman arch into the chapel. Streams of gold and purple and pallid blue lay on the tiles from the moonlight glistening upon the stained glass. From the opalescent gloom Mary’s eye picked out Tregarthen’s tall figure, standing in the chancel. A beam of golden light was on his face. He had all the rapt air of the poet, the enthusiasm of the dreamer. Out of the shadow came another figure, creeping on Tregarthen.




  “Stop,” Mary cried. “Stop, Tretire. Hold your hand. This is the house of God.”




  Tregarthen turned round sharply. Something bright gleamed in the moonlight, something fell from Tretire’s hand and twinkled down the steps leading to the altar screen. Mary pounced down upon the knife. Tregarthen and Tretire were facing one another breathing heavily.




  “He came to kill you,” Mary said.




  Tretire nodded in dazed fashion. He wiped his eyes as one who has been sleeping far too heavily. Perhaps the red light was still dancing before them—the red light that makes men mad to do desperate things.




  “I was going to kill you,” he said slowly, and as if the words were forced from him. “I saw Ruth to-night, and then I went mad for a time. Standing here, I tell you, Tregarthen, that I should not have been responsible for that deed. Mary Blenkiron, thank God that you came here to-night.”




  Tretire was trembling from head to foot, there were tears in his eyes.




  “I am not to be trusted,” he said. “My love for Ruth makes me mad. In a sudden frenzy I should have taken your life to-night, Tregarthen, ay, as you are bent on destroying two lives to-morrow.”




  Tregarthen said nothing. His face was full of a certain grave displeasure. With a quick passion Mary grasped his arm.




  “Are you a man at all?” she asked, “or are you of stone? Don’t you see how this poor fellow is suffering? Can’t you do something?”




  “What is there to say?” Tregarthen retorted. “Am I to be deterred from my duty and from the line I have laid down for myself by every fanatic fool who loses his reason for the sake of a pretty face? Suppose an English princess fell in love with her dancing master? Would you plead for them, would you alter the course of the ship of State for their amours? Tretire knows that I am a good man.”




  “You are a good man,” Tretire said, with fine generosity.




  “He will be in time,” said Mary, “when we have stripped off the folly and ignorance and selfishness and crass conceit that hides the soul. Tretire, you can go your way in peace and quietness. Even were Tregarthen the great man he deems himself to be he could do you and Ruth no harm. Have a little more patience, wait but one more day and all things will be revealed to you. Nothing in this world is more certain than that Tregarthen will not marry Ruth Pengelly.”




  Mary spoke with a calmness and assurance that startled even Tregarthen from his sublime assurance of power and invulnerability. She touched Tretire on the arm and indicated the distant door of the chapel. He looked at her in puzzled bewilderment; but he went. These two big strong men seemed as wax in the girl’s hands.




  “Foolish prophecy,” Tregarthen sneered. “It is unwise to prophesy for the morrow, because your reign goes down with the sun.”




  “It is foolish to prophesy at all,” Mary said calmly. “And I am doing nothing of the sort. I am merely stating what my countrymen call a cold petrified fact. You are not going to marry Ruth Pengelly—I have far better uses for you than that. I saved your life to-night.”




  “It would be ungenerous to deny the fact.”




  “And therefore that life belongs to me. Tomorrow you will see what I am going to do with it. To-morrow Tregarthen’s education begins in earnest.”




  XVI — THE FIRST OF MARCH
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  THE Wise Man hath said ‘tis a poor heart that never rejoiceth. To invert and parody the proverb, which, after all, is the poorest kind of wit, it is the poor heart that always rejoiceth. The proof of this can be seen in a large town, say a popular watering-place, on a wet August Bank Holiday. It is impossible to imagine anything more conducive to melancholy, and yet there is the gaiety and the smile to resolution to make the best of things which is the highest virtue of the Briton in the hour of adversity. Perhaps these people are all the descendants of Marryat’s midshipman—the one who was never so happy as when he was confoundedly miserable.




  What right had the islanders of Tregarthen to be happy? Ebenezer Scrooge would have scoffed at them as he had girded at his nephew and Bob Cratchit on a memorable Christmas Eve. They were poor and they were going to be poorer still, famine stared them in the face, and yet every good and true son and daughter of the island rose on that beautiful first of March, bent upon feasting and rejoicing and gaiety. A daughter of one of the First Families was to be made free of the soil. Tregarthen was about to take unto himself a wife. It was going to be a red-letter day in the history of the island.




  A fair, fresh morning it was, with a gentle breeze from the west, a breeze of health and strength and hope with the breaking surges chanting their psalm of life, a day that chases care away. When the wind blows from the west along that coast even a sleepless night has no terrors.




  And there had been more than one crumpled rose-leaf in the couch on Tregarthen. Tretire had not slept at all. He had paced the sands over against Trevose from the time he fled from the chapel till the saffron armies of the day rolled up along the purple east. There he had fought himself all night and the dawn had found him spent, but victorious.




  Ruth had not slept either. She was torn with hope and fear. She believed all that Mary had to say and yet common prudence pointed to the vanity of her promises. And Mary had lain restless and wide awake, and a little timorous now of the task she had set before her. When you come to hear, as you shall presently, what that task was you will not wonder.




  She came early into Ruth’s cell. The girl was already up and dressing, her wondrous hair in masses about her shoulders. She smiled faintly at Mary. On her bed lay all the marvellous finery she was to wear later on. Mary was dressed in white too, from head to foot—a lovely bride without the crowning veil.




  “Have you come to tell me you have failed?” said Ruth. Her voice trembled, her eyes were burning like twin stars in her face.




  “I did not feel quite so certain an hour ago, but I am confident now.”




  “Meanwhile I am arrayed for the sacrifice.”




  “I see it. And marvellously lovely you look, Ruth. You are going to the sacrifice, you are going to the edge of the precipice, but you are coming back. In a dramatic part like yours, the heroine is of necessity constantly on the verge. Look at me, Ruth.”




  [image: ]




  “You are always good to look at, Mary.”




  “Thank you. Do you see any signs of wavering about me?”




  “You look like one who goes forth to victory.”




  “I am going forth to victory. I am going to do the maddest thing ever attempted by a woman since Eve’s fatal curiosity; but I am terribly nervous. You are horribly nervous and frightened, too, but there is not the least occasion for it. Now, listen to me, and see you do exactly as I tell you.”




  Ruth sat on the edge of her bed and followed helplessly. She dimly comprehended what was Mary’s scheme, but she was by no means sure as yet.




  “It shall be as you desire,” she said at length. “And really, I am very foolish. There are many women who would be proud to be Tregarthen’s wife.”




  “Of course there are. I know scores of American girls who would give their ears for the chance. Tregarthen of Tregarthen is an ancient, picturesque, and poetic title. His wife would be a real queen—she would reign over this lovely island and live in that perfect old castle. Again, there are possibilities about Tregarthen. In time he could be tamed if the right woman got him.”




  “I am not the right woman,” Ruth said bitterly.




  “Of course you are not. Neither will you fill her shoes. And, now that you know what to do, I am going to leave you.”




  Breakfast was a perfunctory meal at the Sanctuary that morning. Everybody there was in gala attire, at any rate so far as they possessed anything of the kind. Even the old women wore some garment of price. There were quaint priceless shawls, heirlooms of the years, hideous head-dresses touched up with lace that would have fetched red gold in Wardour Street. There were faded gowns of silk, nondescript in colour, and yet of marvellous texture. Could they have spoken, they would have told of strange tragedies of the sea. But wrecking is a matter on which your islander is dumb.




  The men were already gathering in the cloister and round the old sundial. They were clad for the most part in moleskins and reefer jackets, but nearly every one of them sported a brocaded silk waistcoat and carried a silk bandana flaunting bravely from his pocket. These waistcoats are fashionable elsewhere just now, and if you go to your tailor he will make you one for three guineas. But if you were to show him one that you had annexed from a Tregarthen man, and asked for one of similar quality, your sartorial artist would reply that there was no such quality on the market. Some of the men, too, wore gold watches, had long gold chains about their bull necks, chains curiously light in colour and of the most exquisite workmanship. Asked where these came from, the islanders do not know. Perhaps it is not wise to press the subject.




  There they were, a motley group of men and women, strangely picturesque with their odds and ends and chains all of which would have made the fortune of a dealer if he could have got them, which emphatically he could not. And presently they began to move off arm in arm towards the Castle.




  It was in the courtyard of the Castle that the ceremony was going to take place. There, within the walls, was a large grass courtyard in the centre of which a rood of ground had been staked out and fastened off by posts and old ship chains. In the courtyard was ample room for all Tregarthen.




  They were all gathered there at length. At one end of the courtyard was a door leading to an anteroom where the bride was ready waiting for her call. From another door, at an opposite end, Tregarthen stepped out followed by his servants carrying a trowel on a silver salver. There were no robes or trappings of state, but the spectacle was none the less interesting for that. Mary and Miriam were watching it with all their eyes.




  They were a little back from the rest. Miriam was in her ordinary attire, Mary draped from head to foot in a long cloak. From beneath peeped the fringe of a white dress. She wore no hat at all.




  “Are you still determined?” Miriam asked.




  “Absolutely,” Mary replied. “I am resolved that nothing shall turn me from the career of my humour. I do it because I want to do it, and if you can suggest a better feminine reason, pray do so. Hush, Tregarthen is speaking.”




  He was. He had perhaps never looked so manly and dignified before. The sun was shining down on his bare head, the concourse of people were in the shadow of the grey walls. Tregarthen had stooped to cut a sod from the green, and this he laid on the salver presented to him by a retainer.




  “We are here to give the bride of the Tregarthen the freedom of the soil,” he said. “There are some of you who have never seen this done before, there are some of you who have seen it done twice. But I will not enlarge upon the traditions and customs of my people. They are part of your life and are graven on your hearts. I ask you to comply and you do so uncomplainingly. It is my duty to take a wife from amongst you and I am going to obey. Tell Ruth Pengelly that Tregarthen is here awaiting her good will and pleasure.”




  With a superb gesture Tregarthen indicated the distant closed door. Mary stood watching him in a dazed kind of way. The thing was striking and solemn, and yet so unreal, so vague, so shadowy. It was like a page plucked from one of Scott’s novels, and planted in congenial soil here. Then the thing became real and palpitating enough as Tretire pushed through the people and stood by Tregarthen’s side in the sacred enclosure. There was a loud murmur of disapproval, eyes were blazing with anger, knotted fists clenched.




  “What does this outrage mean?” Tregarthen demanded.




  “It is no outrage at all,” Tretire said, in a strangely gentle voice. “I have come here to make one last plea for the woman I love, ay, for the woman who loves me. That I shall find no friend here, I know full well; Tregarthen has only to hold up his hand and a score are ready to drag me away. Tregarthen, do not commit a crime.”




  “A crime, man? What do you mean?”




  “Why do you ask? Is it not a crime to force a woman who does not care for you to become your wife? If we together had not defied and threatened you, this vile thing would never have been done. I stand here——”




  Tregarthen made a sign. Instantly a dozen resolute men cast themselves upon Tretire and he was hustled away, fighting grimly and yet with no passion. He heaped no curses on the head of Tregarthen and used no language of violence. He only fought and struggled with the courage of despair.




  “You might have stopped all this, Mary,” Miriam said reproachfully.




  “Of course I might,” Mary admitted a little awkwardly. “I could have postponed the ceremony indefinitely and I might have spoilt everything by so doing. It seems very cruel and very hard, Miriam, and yet it is necessary. I want to impress this upon the hearts of the people.”




  At the very moment when Tretire was being borne away, the distant door opened and Ruth emerged, attended on either side by girls in white. As her eyes took in the painful scene, she comprehended, faltered and fell back. Just for an instant a passionate outburst trembled on her lips. What might have happened had she not caught Mary’s eye it is impossible to say. But the strength and encouragement of the glance, the faint suggestion of malice urged her on. Her step was firm and free again; by this time the worst of the struggle with Tretire was dying away in the distance. A strange, weird, impressive scene, a scene to be remembered for many a day to come. Ruth advanced until she stood face to face with Tregarthen, the strip of turf between them.




  “You sent for me,” she said. “I am here. To say that I have come of my own free will would be to lie. According to the custom of the country you have the right to claim me as your bride and I have no right to refuse. Therefore I come because it is only right I should do so. But I come to you without a heart, without love, with nothing in my breast for you but contempt and loathing. Still, I shall be your bride—unless there is somebody here with a better claim.”




  A burst of astonishment followed this later speech. Nothing like this had ever happened on Tregarthen before. It seemed almost like a blasphemy at the altar. Hitherto the white brides had come creeping to the feet of their lords, overcome with the greatness thrust upon them, trembling with a sense of responsibility. And here was one who flouted a Tregarthen to his teeth. Surely the walls of the Castle would fall and crush the life out of her!




  “Is there any with a better claim?” Tregarthen cried.




  Mary stepped forward. She had discarded her cloak, and over her glorious hair had cast a long diaphanous veil. Almost before any one could realize what was happening, she had stepped into the sacred square, and with her bare right hand thrust Ruth contemptuously aside.




  “You called for me and I am here,” she cried. “Has any one a better claim—a real right to be your wife—than Ruth Pengelly? Why, she is a mere impostor, a daughter of the people. Woman, what are you doing here?”




  Ruth started back with a strange strangled cry. Amazement, joy, bewilderment, a score of sensations struggled for the mastery. In the lightning flash of a second she had run up the whole gamut of human emotions. She was saved. She had only to draw back and the misery of it all was over.




  But it was only for a moment. She must not let Mary do this thing, she had no right to benefit by so terrible a sacrifice. She looked up swiftly into Mary’s eyes long before any one else had recovered from the stunning surprise.




  “God bless you, dear,” she whispered. “But I cannot let you do this for me.”




  “I am not doing it for you at all,” said Mary. Her low sweet tones did not carry beyond Ruth’s ears. “I am doing it for myself. I should have done it in any case. I want to do it. Don’t you believe me, Ruth?”




  Ruth nodded. She had no words. One glance into Mary’s face proved the truth of her words. Strange? Well, there are stranger things happening every day. Mary was here of her own free will and accord, of her own shining desire. Why, Ruth did not profess to understand—that came later. All she knew was that Mary was not acting a part. She slipped away back into the shadow of the archway, leaving Mary face to face with Tregarthen.




  The people had recovered their senses by this time. They stood all round the old quadrangle breathlessly watching the chief actors of the drama. Tregarthen, majestic in his wrath and outraged dignity. Mary quiet, erect, with the sun on her beautiful face and resolute eyes.




  “What does it mean?” Tregarthen demanded.




  “Surely you can understand for yourself,” Mary replied. She was not in the least frightened now, she was not in the least oppressed by the grotesque side of the situation. “I am here because it is my right to be here—I came to claim my rank and my privileges.”




  “You would aspire to usurp Ruth Pengelly’s place?”




  “Nothing of the kind. I came here because I am virtually a Tregarthen. I can prove it on the most incontestable evidence; moreover, I have carefully studied the charter. It seems to me that I can claim to stand here before Ruth Pengelly. If I assert my right to become your wife, you cannot contest that claim.”




  Tregarthen started back as if something had stung him. He had never for one moment anticipated that Mary would claim the privileges of her race. And all she said was horribly, incontestably true. Under the charter a female Tregarthen, next in succession, could claim to share the throne of a Benedict ruler. She could waive that right if she chose, but she could insist upon it if she was so disposed.




  “I shall not listen to you,” Tregarthen cried.




  “You must,” Mary replied. “You are bound by every tie of honour to do so. Your people would insist upon it.”




  XVII — THE FREEDOM OF THE SOIL
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  A MURMUR of approval followed. The people were hidebound by precedent and custom, all of which was as part of their religion. They had got over their surprise now, for they had known for some time that Mary claimed kin with them. She was sweet and beautiful and kind, and moreover she was a Tregarthen on her mother’s side. She herself had said it—Tregarthen had tacitly acknowledged the fact. Therefore she had the right to stand in yonder quadrangle and demand to be made free of the soil. What Mary asked for now seemed to them the most natural and simple thing in the world. And as Tregarthen glanced round the ring of his vassals he read in their faces that environment and fate were fighting on the girl’s side.




  “This is unworthy of you,” Tregarthen said weakly.




  “Later on you will understand better,” Mary replied. “For the present you are as a child walking in the dark. Give me the sod.”




  In a sudden blind impotent fury, Tregarthen turned to the retainer who still was dazedly holding up the salver. From it Tregarthen took the sod with trembling hands. In all his life before he had never been in such a rage, and that is saying a great deal. He had intended to come here to-day and impress his people as he had never impressed them before. He had studied up the ceremony until he had it by heart. Ruth and Tretire were to learn what it was to defy their ruler, and in fact, the whole thing was going to be an object lesson in the divine right of kings.




  And behold the purple was rent, the nickel showed beneath the crown. A dinner-going dandy, with shirt-front splashed by a passing cab, had been no more miserable and impotent and cast down than Tregarthen. Who does not know that hideous dream of being in high places where fashion congregates with no more sartorial adornment than a night-gown or a modern suit of pyjamas? Standing in the centre of his stolid vassals, Tregarthen had all the feeling and flavour of that awful chimera.




  And he knew what the others did not know, that his reign was over. He was going to give the freedom of the soil not to wild passionate romantic Ruth, but to a fashionable, frivolous, Yankee girl, a Chicago heiress who had strong views on the currency question and a ‘sound practical mind.’ If the whole world had been ransacked for a bride utterly out of proportion with Tregarthen, the choice could not have fallen on a more singularly infelicitous person than Mary Blenkiron. And she was very, very beautiful.




  “Here,” Tregarthen cried. “Take it.”




  He should have made a speech, he should have been wise and gracious and benign. As a matter of fact, he was exceedingly cross and excessively rude. He knew that when the islanders’ slow minds had chewed and assimilated it all they would not accord this to him for righteousness.




  They were being deprived of their just rights and dues. Moreover, what did it matter who was Tregarthen’s bride so long as she was a daughter of the soil? Nor were they in the least insensible to the brightness and beauty of their new mistress.




  “God bless her sweet face,” an old woman said aloud. “Where would the children be now, but for her? Tregarthen should go down on his knees and thank Heaven for one like her. Ah, what fools you men all be!”




  Nobody contradicted this sweeping statement; even a murmur of applause followed. Mary bent low and accepted the sod. She placed it carefully on the ground, and stood on it in token that she was mistress here. It was her duty to say a few words to her new people, to accept a kiss from her lord, and then the ceremony would be over. Mary turned to the people. Her face was pale and yet resolute, and her mouth quivered; still, her words were clear and steady.




  “You have taken me amongst you to-day,” she said, “and I thank you. In time to come you will understand better why I have done this bold and forward thing. At least that is what most people would call it. But in your eyes it is nothing of the kind. I have done this for your sakes, I have forced my rights upon a passionate, unwilling, and headstrong man for the good of Tregarthen, and because I am ready to sacrifice myself to save the man by my side from his blind selfishness and folly. Ever since I was a child, ever since I could read, I have longed to see the land of my people, the cradle of my race. I came, I saw, I loved it instantly. That is in the blood, you may say. The wisest ruler Tregarthen ever had was a queen. Well, I am going to be your queen. I am going to change many things here, but these changes you will see in time. One thing is certain—Tregarthen is never going to starve any more.”




  A thrilling murmur of approval ran through the crowd. The people could understand that. They thought of the children and there were tears in the eyes of the woman. Nobody took the least heed of Tregarthen. He had fallen sulkily into the background. Already, by some vague mental process, the people had established Mary over his head. They would have indignantly denied the insurrection, but it was true all the same. Nobody knew it better than Tregarthen himself.




  “I cannot say much more,” Mary concluded. “The situation has tried me more than I anticipated. For the present I have finished. My lord, I am ready.”




  She advanced upon Tregarthen, throwing her veil back from her white forehead.




  With scowling eyes, and lips white as the brows of his bride, Tregarthen kissed her. The thing was ungraciously done, yet Mary smiled. As yet she could not think what she had accomplished, the idea made her hot and cold all over. And after all, it was no new thing. How many a prince has been forced into a galling alliance for political reasons?




  It was all over, and gradually the islanders were retiring. Mary walked away to the dim seclusion of the archway and thence into the room made ready for Ruth. It was a great relief not to find her there. With rare tact and feeling Ruth had disappeared. Her fine instinct told her that Mary was best alone for the present. Only Miriam followed into the gloomy, oak-panelled chamber. A ray of light falling through a stained window touched Mary’s pallid face.




  “Well, you’ve done it!” Miriam said.




  Her dry tones forced the smile to Mary’s lips. Anything like gush or tenderness would have tapped the wellspring of tears, as Miriam knew perfectly well.




  “Did I behave well?” Mary asked.




  “Splendidly. I never saw such magnificent lunacy in my life. You compelled my admiration. You see I had time to admire because all along I felt that you were going to commit this crowning act of folly. Just for the moment I felt like whipping you—later on I shall be ready for any madness you propose. I suppose you are going to have the thing played out to the finish?”




  “If you mean that I am going to marry Tregarthen, yes.”




  “My dear Mary, you will be utterly miserable.”




  “Indeed I shall not. The misery will be all on Tregarthen’s side. After a time he will be the happiest man in the world, Miriam!”




  “Well, cry, my dear. Don’t keep it up before me. You are heartily ashamed of yourself, and I’m exceedingly glad to see it.”




  Then she said no more, for Mary was crying her heart out on that friendly breast.




  “It isn’t that I’m forward or unmaidenly,” she said, in sobbing parenthesis. “The place has got into my blood; there is a voice telling me that I am to stay here and look after these people. They are my own flesh and blood, Miriam. And Tregarthen under the crust is really a splendid fellow. I have thought this all out for many many months, and my duty seemed to be plainly before me…. I am making a sacrifice of myself for these people. About my money I care nothing. I am going to open Tregarthen’s eyes, I am going to see the island blossom like a rose. I might have had a title and a splendid position elsewhere had I chosen. But I chose to come here to my own people. Try to think well of me, Miriam.”




  “My dear,” Miriam said unsteadily, “I never thought so well of you as I do at this moment. Now, come along.”




  They passed into the open air, and by way of the valley to the Sanctuary. At the door of her cell Naomi stood awaiting them with Ruth behind. Naomi was crying softly. An old woman’s tears are always becoming as tears can be.




  “My dear,” she said, “will you let me kiss you?”




  Ruth said nothing, she could only cling to Mary, with her great dark eyes gleaming with happiness and gratitude.




  “You have not done this for my sake?” she contrived to say presently.




  “Emphatically not,” Mary explained. “Ruth, I have come to love this island as a mother loves her new child. As she looks forward to its advent, so I have looked forward to seeing Tregarthen. I want to rule here and be queen over the hearts of the people.”




  “And live in that fine old castle,” said Miriam. “Mary loves old castles; indeed, all properly constituted Americans do. She is doing a good work and a good thing, but there is a deal of vanity behind it all.”




  “Vanity is the solvent of many vices,” Mary replied. “I am going to devote myself to the island, I am going to make Tregarthen see with my eyes.”




  “‘Twill be a hard task, dearie,” said Naomi.




  “You shall see Tregarthen happy and prosperous,” Mary smiled. “No more famines, no more dogged indifference to Fate, no more watching of hope cut down like the flowers. Naomi shall teach us to make that precious lace of hers, visitors shall come to the island, Miriam shall write about it in her papers, and good Americans shall water the soil with their dollars. And—and I forget what more I was going to say because I am very tired, and this business has been a little too much for me.”




  She went off smiling, and with eyes half closed. When Miriam entered her cell she was fast asleep on her bed, with a smile on her parted lips. Miriam regarded her with a queer mist before her eyes.




  “God grant it may be well,” she murmured. “But it must be—it must be. Surely a sacrifice like this cannot be in vain.”




  And so said the robin outside, piping of the joy of the young spring morning.




  XVIII — A NEW ALLY




  

    Table of Contents

  




  THERE was a March brook-trout for breakfast, so that the rector read with feelings of tranquillity in his Western Morning News that Docker of Balliol had been promoted to the vacant see of Axborough. Under more favourable circumstances the appointment would have been Guy’s. Still, the trout was pink and creamy and none the less exquisite in flavour because there was a strong suspicion that it had been poached.




  “Well,” said the rector, with enthusiasm, “I never tasted a better trout. Where did you manage to get it from?”




  “You had better ask no questions, dear,” the wise woman replied.




  “One of the Penrose’s trout for a thousand. What a wax he would be in if he only knew! They’ve given Docker Axborough… . Really, a ripping trout.”




  Mrs. Guy called her husband a poor old fellow very softly. She said this none the less sweetly because she was very angry with the rector, and he was going to catch it presently. Only she knew how the wound of inaction still rankled, and how surely Guy would have had Axborough but for that wretched breakdown in his health years before. She tried to detect anguish in the way in which he asked for cayenne pepper, but failed.




  “Health is the greatest blessing of all,” he said sententiously.




  “Of course it is, dear old boy. Put that paper down.”




  Guy did so resignedly. He glanced up innocently into the superb blue eyes opposite him. À propos of nothing, Mrs. Guy demanded to know whether or not he felt very much ashamed of himself.




  “Hardened sinner,” the rector murmured. “What is it?”




  “Why, Mary Blenkiron, of course. You have been on the island four times during the past week, and never a word have you said to me as to what was going on there. And I only found it out this morning when buying your trout from Jackson——”




  “I knew it was poached,” Guy said.




  “Reggie, you are incorrigible. Are you going to let Mary ruin herself for the sake of a poor creature like Tregarthen? The girl has brains, and beauty, and ideas. She will be utterly miserable.”




  “I am not sure of that, Nell. I believe Tregarthen to be a man. Do you recollect that hideous packing-case you tripped over at Wadebridge Station last week?”




  “Well, where is the analogy? You are talking to gain time, sir. You are trying to draw me from the point.”




  “Nothing of the kind, woman. Inside that ugly packing-case was a precious Velasquez. Take the repulsive black envelope off a beautiful butterfly, for instance. Who could guess how fair a thing was inside? And who would take off that coat without utterly destroying the marvel of colouring and loveliness within? Tregarthen is the chrysalis at present, and Mary Blenkiron will develop him. Nobody else could do it—I go so far as to believe that Providence is using her for the purpose.”




  “Of all the nonsense!” Mrs. Guy cried. “At first I fancied that she had merely the desire to save Ruth Pengelly. The Sultan is a mere misogynist compared to that man!”




  “My dear, he has only asked for one wife. Just you look after your parish work and leave this to Providence.”




  Mrs. Guy replied with some heat that she should do nothing of the kind, a response accepted by the rector with resignation. He wisely concealed that he had talked over the whole business, and was in entire accord with, Mary and Miriam. That his wife, who cordially detested Tregarthen, would interfere he felt certain.




  “I am going to write to Mary and ask her to come here for a few days, to stay till the wedding,” Mrs. Guy said. “If I have any kind of influence, there will be no wedding at all. I shall have her all to myself.”




  Whereupon the rector burst out laughing.




  “Will you?” he cried. “And what about Maud Barry?”




  “Reggie! Do you mean to say that Maud is actually coming here?”




  “Certainly I do. Penrose saw her at Exeter yesterday, and she sent a message to say that she would be with us to-day for a time. When she comes she will back up Mary Blenkiron in this business if only because Tregarthen is a ruler. She has got herself into an awful mess in Ireland.”




  “What has the silly child been doing now?”




  “Been on the war-path again. Fancy a Barry of Barry Town, niece of the Earl of Corrib and the loveliest girl in the three kingdoms, on a Nationalist platform! Well, there had been a big meeting somewhere, where the Government had been denounced, and the destruction of every landlord in Ireland apparently suggested, with more verbose rubbish of the kind. There was a Cockney commercial traveller there who ventured, at the imminent risk of his neck, to expostulate. The tyrant Saxon was ‘invited’ on to the platform by the patriots present, and he actually had the cheek to say that he was sorry for Maud, who was too young to understand and too pretty to be in the company of such blackguards. Then our Cockney kissed Maud and escaped before the petrified audience came to their senses. Since then Maud has had nothing but grinning audiences to face, and they have got on her nerves. When you ask an audience, as she did at Newry, ‘What can be better than to be an Irishman?’ and somebody says, ‘Well, miss, a Cockney,’ and that audience roars with laughter, it is time to give the business a rest. They’ve made a song about it in the west, and Maud doesn’t dare to show her face at a meeting for twelve months to come. Penrose told me all about it when you were cooking that trout of his for me.”




  Mrs. Guy was pleased to hear all this, and said so frankly. A beautiful and high-bred girl like Maud Barry had no business playing at revolution. There was wild bad blood in her veins, but a gentler sweeter creature never existed. The girl was romantic, too, and steeped in the traditions of her country. But nobody likes ridicule, not even a patriot, to say nothing of a woman. And moreover, the Dowager Lady Corrib, who was a personage almost, had written to the effect to her grand-niece that there had been many foolish Barry women, but never one before who was not a lady, and Maud had taken it to heart.




  All these things Mrs. Guy turned over in her mind what time Guy was proceeding, obediently, to the island to fetch Miriam and Mary. Eleanor Guy’s high-bred face was grave with something more than the shades of the Norman church tower as she arranged the primroses and primulas in their old silver vases. For she had a deep affection for Maud Barry, also she had friends who cherished a deep affection too, and really Maud had been saying the most atrociously disloyal things about the queen lately, which, when you come to think of it, is wrong, for much as one may object to royalty in the abstract, no sweeter nobler woman has ever come from the hand of God than the gracious lady, who for sixty years reigned over this favoured land.




  “If she would only leave these things alone!” Mrs. Guy murmured.




  “Sure and I will, darlin’, in future. Well, it’s myself who is full of shame to-day.”




  Mrs. Guy turned with a glad cry of surprise. There stood before her a dark beauty, with wonderful chestnut hair and a pair of eyes soft and thoughtful and pensive, and yet capable of mischief, amusement, anger, scorn, anything within the brief space of a minute.




  “That’s only because the Cockney kissed you,” said Mrs. Guy.




  “So that story has got down here. I shall never have any more to do with politics, never.”




  She said this with an air of firm conviction, as one who has resigned the follies of a frivolous world and is about to step into cloistered gloom. Her beauty was fair and sad to look upon. The queen was a gracious lady, and she, Maud, was plunged in bottomless despair because one disparaging word had passed her lips. A quarter of an hour later, with sparkling eyes, she was eloquently discussing a plan for the great Irish rebellion and the subsequent incarceration of every member of the government in the Tower of London.




  “It is all very well for you to laugh, Nell,” she said. “I tell you the wrongs that you have put upon our people can only be wiped out with——”




  Then she caught Nell’s eye and went off into the sweetest laughter. I wish I could describe that laugh and that smile and those eyes. I wish I could make you understand the charm of that wild Irish beauty. Her wit was as elusive and as changeable as her own loveliness. It was impossible to tell whether she was really in earnest over her campaign or not. Only one thing was certain—she was still furiously angry with that Cockney.




  “May I kiss you, Maud?” Guy asked, as he came in followed by Mary and Miriam. “You will see I’ve brought them, Nell. Behold the blushing bride.”




  “I’m very angry with you, Mary,” Eleanor Guy said.




  “Well, you don’t look it,” Mary said coolly. “And if you fancy you’re going to talk me out of my scheme, why, I guess you’re pretty considerable on the miscalculate, and you can gamble your ultimate dollar on that. Miriam, if the lady isn’t Miss Barry, whom we heard lecture at St. Paul’s, she must be her ghost.”




  “You are Americans, educated Americans,” Maud cried. “Introduce me… . Now I shall have somebody on my side to help me fight Reggie Guy. All good Americans love the Irish. Don’t they, Miss Murch?”




  “They pretend to,” Miriam said candidly, “especially about election times. Individually the Irish are charming, but if money could do it I’d cheerfully give half a million dollars to grub them all up in the States and send them home again, for when the Celt in America takes to politics he’s a terror. They dominate us over yonder, they police us and govern us and plunder us, and we sit down to it because Erin is the political spoilt child of the Americans.”




  “But,” Maud cried, “you subscribe millions to the cause.”




  “Of course we do, my dear. If we could, we’d buy Home Rule for you and wish you God-speed across the Atlantic. Then we’d drain the ocean and fill it with rattlesnakes to prevent you ever coming back again. We should make it a casus belli for an Irishman ever to return to the States.”




  All this Miriam said with a face preternaturally grave. The rector was smiling at his own thoughts. Maud flashed out at him royally. He was a tyrant and the descendant of tyrants. Only a man utterly lost to all sense of shame would dare to throw Oliver Cromwell in the teeth of an Irishman. She was terribly angry, and Mary and Miriam aided and abetted her because she was so beautiful in her moods. When the tempest was at its height the door opened and Tregarthen came in. His face was as the pine trees when the tempest strides over them.




  “I do not desire to intrude upon you,” he said. “I came merely to ask Mary Blenkiron a question. I will not sit down, thank you, Mrs. Guy. Do I understand that you gave orders, orders for stores to be supplied at Porth?”




  “That is a fact,” Mary said calmly. “They are starving there.”




  “By what authority did you give that order?”




  “On the authority that so recently has been conferred upon me. According to the charter, my powers are as great as yours on domestic matters—at least, they will be next week. Those people at Porth are not to be interfered with. If they are, I shall issue stores to the whole of the island. Do you understand?”




  Mary was standing as she spoke. Just for an instant she half feared an outburst on the part of Tregarthen. The passion was very close to the surface, but in the presence of others he kept a grip on the leash.




  “We will say nothing of this for the present,” he said. “As you are good enough to remind me, things will be different next week. Mrs. Guy, I ask your pardon for intruding upon you like this.”




  “It is all for your starving people,” Eleanor said, with sarcasm. “You are forgiven.”




  Tregarthen bowed and withdrew, Guy following him. Maud Barry had been following all with the deepest interest.




  “So there are people who starve here,” she said. “And there are autocratic rulers here too. If ever I saw a tyrant, that man is one. I should be sorry for the woman he calls his wife.”




  “Then I guess you can pour out all your superfluous sympathy on me,” Mary remarked cheerfully; “because this day week I am going to become the Lady of Tregarthen.”




  “As for me,” Mrs. Guy murmured, “I’m sorry for both.”




  XIX — THE AGITATOR
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  “MISS BLENKIRON,” Maud Barry remarked, “you are an enigma to me.”




  “Call me Mary, and you will understand me much better. Come to that, you are quite as much an enigma to me.”




  “Then call me Maud,” Miss Barry said demurely. “I suppose that we are a couple of exceedingly original girls.”




  Mary conceded the point not without some little pride. Moreover, it was perfectly true. Here was a beautiful and brilliant American girl throwing her riches away upon a husband who did not want to marry her—a girl who might have gone duke stalking or prince driving with every possible prospect of success. And she was going to give up everything for a handful of ignorant islanders.




  And, on the other hand, here was a lovely Irish girl, with haunting tender eyes, a sweet engaging young creature, kind hearted, loyal to her idols, and having some of the best blood in Ireland in her veins. The kind of girl you would prefer to abuse you rather than ignore you altogether, and yet a girl who had flouted all the political traditions on platforms, and caused her relations to wait trembling for what her next public utterance would be. There were politicians—men who had never seen Maud Barry—who declared stoutly that she ought to be in gaol, and would have been ferociously glad to hear that she was there. Who could conceive so lovely a creature harbouring such atrocious sentiments? My own belief is that Maud Barry would have got up in the House of Commons, been sweetly, but outrageously, rude to the Speaker, and, after moving the abolition of the Constitution and the execution of the ruling House, have carried the whole Parliament with her to a man. On the whole, perhaps, she would have been safer in gaol.




  “Do you believe all your own teachings?” Mary asked.




  Maud laughed. They were seated in a sunny corner of the Rectory garden with a sloping bank of primroses behind; in front the grey Norman tower of the church was square cut and clear against the rain-washed blue sky.




  “Not here,” the Irish beauty confessed. “But when I get amongst the peasantry at bad times and see their condition, then the wild blood gets to my head and I say dreadful things. A secret in your ear, Mary. When I come to read what I have said afterwards I could cry for very shame. If I could only get the Queen there!”




  “Anarchist! Have you got any bombs in your pocket?”




  “Bosh! Sure, the Queen’s a real darling, and if I saw her I should kiss her, certain. But I should like to show her some of my peasants. Oh, I’m a strange mixture of a girl. If I could only fall in love with some man who would master me—a man who would beat me would be best—I should be happier. Now, tell me something about yourself.”




  “Dollars, dollars, and more dollars,” Mary laughed. “But my life is going to be the picturesque one. Picturesque people nearly always become personages. If you want to succeed in life, be picturesque—it is such a refreshing contrast to the dull monotony of everyday existence. Tennyson was picturesque, which added to his greatness. Do you suppose Browning would ever have been the cult he was but for his life in Venice? His poetry was merely prose cut into lengths; in fact, he wasn’t a poet at all. I believe he was a subtle humourist. Look at Byron and Shelley and the rest. But you must not overdo it. Irving is really picturesque, but an equally admirable actor, I know; any one who imitates him looks a mountebank outside a travelling circus. Picturesqueness is an art, like painting or music.”




  “Your future home is picturesque enough,” said Maud. “But from what I hear I do not envy you your future husband. I quite understand why you are going to marry him, but it is a terrible responsibility.”




  Mary plucked the saffron velvety heart out of a primrose before she replied. Her face was more thoughtful than usual, her eyes more dreamy.




  “I was afraid at first,” she said, “but not now. Tregarthen is the kind of man I have always wanted to marry. And he is a good man, only you have got to find the goodness. Later on you must come and see what I have made of Tregarthen. But there is a heavy task before me.”




  A tall, well-made man came striding down the path. He had the gait and manner of an athlete, blue steady eyes in a brown face, hair of silver grey though he was quite young. He was dressed with a neatness, not to say dandyism, quite out of place in Trevose, though he looked perfectly natural and easy. In any case it would have been impossible to take Dr. Julien for anything but a gentleman. And everybody has heard of the Cornish Juliens.




  “Behold a gallant gentleman,” said Maud. “Who is he?”




  Mary explained. Then she introduced Maud to Julien. She saw the honest admiration on his face, the shrewd smile in those steadfast eyes.




  “I have heard of you,” he said. “Miss Barry, if you were my sister you would make no more of your political speeches.”




  “I am very headstrong,” Maud said sweetly.




  “Are you? So am I. But I call it fixity of purpose. I had a lunatic asylum for five years, and I know how to treat the people. If you were kin of mine you would make no more of those speeches.”




  Maud looked up and caught the speaker’s eye. There was a half challenge in her own to which Julien instantly responded. He had not boasted. Certain statesmen have that eye, a judge or two possess it, occasionally a bishop, but it was there. Maud needed no prophet from the housetop to tell her that here was her master when and where Julien chose. Other men had said much the same thing and she had lashed them with scorn; at the present moment she was pleased to feel that Julien was telling no more than the warm and palpitating truth.




  “I am hotfoot from the island,” he said. “An entirely original and brilliant opportunity for making a fool of himself has just occurred to Tregarthen. I told you scurvy had broken out at Porth, and that the little colony there must have fresh food——”




  “Which I ordered to be given out from my stores yesterday,” Mary interrupted.




  “Exactly. Tregarthen has just heard of it. Nobody knows better than himself what a cruel time those poor people have had of it since last summer. Well, he had called a lot of the islanders together to destroy those stores altogether.”




  Mary jumped to her feet, her eyes blazing with anger and indignation.




  “This is wanton and wicked destruction of property,” she cried. “Dr. Julien, will you take me over to Tregarthen at once?”




  “Me, too,” said Maud. “Mary, do let me come.”




  It was no far cry to the village. The women were at their doors watching Mary as she passed, for the news of the happenings at Tregarthen had come to the mainland. It was a silent little party that Hawkes landed at Porth. The old man pulled his boat close in to the caves where the stores lay and lighted his pipe. A sense of this great blessing fitted snugly upon him. The thing might have been got up for his own behalf and benefit. Judiciously handled, and drawn out with vast periods of potential silence, there was matter for weeks of conversation here. Tregarthen stood on the beach with a haggard, sullen crew about him. Five or six cases of stores had already been dragged from the cave when Mary fluttered into the midst of this party like some beautiful, bitterly polite fury.




  One of the numerous Hawkes family dropped on a case, and wiped his brow with the back of a fist like a shoulder of exceedingly overdone mutton.




  “Thank the Lord,” he said piously, “as the job’s shifted offen my shoulders.”




  “Will you kindly explain this peculiar line of conduct?” said Mary, with an ominous and slightly exaggerated courtesy. Probably she had never been so angry in the whole course of her serene existence. “What does it mean, sir?”




  “I am destroying your stores,” Tregarthen replied. “There is a conspiracy between Dr. Julien and yourself to pauperize the island, and Tregarthen people are weak enough to fall into the plot.”
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  “Very good,” said Mary. “Destroy it all, throw two thousand pounds’ worth of precious food and comforts into the sea. Then I will bring an action against you that will cost you four times the money. After that you will have to sell your island. And all the men who help you will be prosecuted. Come, Hawkes and Lee and the rest—why don’t you obey Tregarthen’s bidding?”




  No man moved, all grinned sheepishly. Human nature is, after all, as strong a plant in Tregarthen as it is elsewhere, and it was just possible that most of the men there were secretly enjoying their chiefs discomfiture. Maud Barry was regarding the scene with flaming cheeks and lips that were twitching strangely. The scene reminded her of more than one eviction she had seen.




  “The men are not going to do anything of the kind,” she cried. “They have wives and children whom they love dearly. Do not listen to him, do not allow him to influence your minds. He stands there a false-hearted traitor, a man whose hands are red with the blood of his own suffering people. Rise against him, trample him down, tear his heart from his body and cast him into the sea. Why should you, a free people, be bound by the will of a pinchbeck Caesar like yonder fellow? Ah, if I were only a strong man instead of a weak woman——”




  “And an extremely noisy one,” said Julien, with gentle irony. “Be silent, please.”




  He dropped one hand upon Maud’s wrist; the velvet glove was there, but she could feel the hand of steel beneath. She glanced up half defiantly to find that Julien’s eyes had changed to a flinty grey. He was not angry with her, he was merely the incarnation of absolute authority.




  “You will please be silent,” he repeated.




  “I was only trying to help Mary,” Maud pleaded.




  “So you shall, later on,” Julien replied. “I am perfectly certain that you will be of the greatest assistance to her. You positively thrilled those men, a thing that has never happened on Tregarthen before.”




  “And yet you insinuate that I am not helping Mary?”




  “You certainly would convey to a disinterested spectator that you were inviting those men to murder Tregarthen,” Julien said dryly. “In any other country but this you would have been in gaol long ago. Now, wouldn’t you like to try a short Continental lecturing trip—say, to Germany, for instance?”




  Maud’s eyes were laughing now. She had flamed out into one of her wild fits, and she was unpleasantly conscious that she had been behaving very foolishly. The Dowager Lady Corrib solemnly declared that Maud was never so happy as when outraging all the proprieties, and usually her astute ladyship was right. And yet Maud was sorry that Julien had been there to see.




  “I have swayed big audiences before now,” she said defiantly.




  “I don’t doubt it for a moment,” Julien said coldly. “You are beautiful enough to make men do anything. But there: as I told you before, I have had the advantage of five years’ experience in a lunatic asylum.”




  Hawkes sat smoking in his boat, with a personal grievance with the ways of Fate generally. He had expected a scene, and had secret hopes of taking a hand in a game of personal violence. As a matter of fact, after Maud’s outburst, the thing was tame and commonplace to a degree. Mary had brought everything down at once to a financial basis, and Tregarthen had grown cautious accordingly. He knew that Mary could hit him through his pocket, and that she would not hesitate to do so if his own folly gave her a favourable opportunity. But this constant success on her part was humiliating.




  “Very well,” he said, “you may go, men. As for me, I shall know what to do when the time comes.”




  This was very weak and meaningless; but it served for a ‘tag’ to get the melodramatic actor of the piece off the stage. He bowed low and mockingly to the girls and strode away along the cliffs. With a deep sigh Hawkes knocked out his pipe and expectorated on his hands.




  “What do you think of him?” Mary asked a little later, as they were proceeding up the hill together. “Now, isn’t he picturesque?”




  “Well, not exactly that,” Maud replied thoughtfully. “Absolutely a gentleman, with a quiet manner, but so masterful. Just the glance of his eye and the touch of his hand and I was silent in an instant. And I wasn’t angry; I tried to be, but I couldn’t.”




  “Why, he never spoke to you,” Mary exclaimed.




  “My dear girl. Dr. Julien never spoke to me!”




  “Dr. Julien! I was speaking of Tregarthen,” Mary said very demurely. “I quite admit that they are both remarkable men, and, what is more to the point, they are both bachelors—especially Dr. Julien.”




  XX — MARY’S RUBICON
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  “THIS,” said Mary, “is a most interesting document. Presumedly it is a paper of State. In time I have no doubt it will become a classic, to be filed in the archives of the island in memory of a critical period of Tregarthen’s affairs. People will read it after they have visited the tomb of ‘Rupert, fourteenth Dictator of this Isle, and Mary his wife.’ It is written on rough handmade paper, and inscribed by a quill pen. The handwriting is crabbed and monastic.”




  “And what does all this hyperbole mean?” asked Miriam.




  The two girls, with Miriam and Mrs. Guy, were having tea in the tiny cottage room, half sitting-room, half kitchen, that formed the parlour of the Rectory in the old days. The window was open, and from without came the scent of violets. The rector had gone away, summoned by an ailing parishioner.




  “It is a letter from Tregarthen,” Mary explained. “It is the first love-letter I have had from the man whom I am going to marry to-morrow. Some people might regard it as an ultimatum. Shall I read it?”




  “If you please,” Mrs. Guy murmured.




  Maud was regarding Mary wistfully. Up till now she had been urging Mary to carry this thing through. She had thrown herself heart and soul into the cause of the downtrodden islanders. That they were not in the least downtrodden and were perfectly capable of taking care of themselves mattered nothing. Maud would have discovered oppressed communities in monasteries. She had never been to school, the Dowager Lady Corrib urging that disaster would most assuredly have followed such a step. Tregarthen came as a godsend, and nobody was likely to taunt her with the Cockney traveller here.




  And now the warm-hearted Irish girl was beginning to have her doubts. It was a glorious thing to be a martyr in the cause of freedom, but was it necessary that Mary should be sacrificed to the ignorance and conceit of Tregarthen? Might not the ordeal be greater than she could bear?




  And was ever a girl about to cross the flood of womanhood under such strange and extraordinary circumstances? Men had married for love, for money, for passion, greed, gratitude, pity, vanity—they have even married purely as an experiment. Once I heard of a man who married for a bet. And women also have wed for most of these things, though probably never for the last.




  But Mary’s marriage was probably an unique affair. It was a kind of union unknown either in real life or in the pages of fiction. The girl stood up there with the letter in her hand, Maud watching her with a suggestion of tears in her sweet Irish eyes. I wish I could describe those eyes to you. You never saw anything like them. I am quite prepared to admit, my dear sir, that your wife or your sister, or that other fellow’s sister, has the most glorious eyes in the world. But they are not like Maud’s.




  Mary read the letter. It was without preface or superscription, and ran thus:—




  “You may imagine that I am not going to carry out the compact—I am. You may fail in your courage at the last moment. That I am expecting. But when the time comes you will find me waiting for you at the altar. If you are the woman you deem yourself to be, this time to-morrow you will be my wife.




  “My wife. Do you understand what that means, madam? For richer or poorer, for better or worse, till God do us part. And I am the man you are going to love, honour, and obey. Obey! Mark that. You can successfully defy me now, but a wife has to obey. Think it over before it is too late, and remember that in the future you have an exacting master to deal with.”




  Mary folded up the paper amidst a decorous and respectful silence. At least that is what Tregarthen would have been pleased to call it. There was a slight quivering about Miriam’s mouth, a hard light in Mary’s eyes. Maud burst into tears. She laid a throbbing hand upon Mary’s arm.




  “Don’t do it,” she cried. “I was vile and wicked to urge you on. You are better as you are—don’t tie yourself up to that dreadful creature. Mary, you will break my heart if you marry Tregarthen. I can’t bear it.”




  Mary kissed the tear-drenched face.




  “Who have we here?” she cried. “Is this the Amazon who stood up and offered to lead the rebels to Cork over the prosecution of Biddy Malone by a ribald constabulary and a suborned Bench of magistrates, the girl who volunteered to don a uniform and despatch the chief Cadi with her own hand?”




  “It wasn’t really an eviction at all,” Maud said, with an April face. “They wanted to evict Biddy, not so much because she owed twelve years’ rent for her cottage, but that she was using the banisters and floorboards for firewood. And, sure, how was I to know that at the time? I am afraid I am a dreadful girl and do silly things.”




  “As you did when you got the bailiff away from Killiegrew,” said Miriam, “and gave him five pounds because his collar-bone was broken in the fray. You wouldn’t hurt a fly, my dear, and there is nothing you would like better than to go out of your way to help your bitterest enemy. But whatever your feelings may be, it is quite impossible for Mary to draw back now.”




  “Guess I haven’t the slightest intention,” Mary said. “If the worst comes to the worst, I can always fall back on the Great Secret.”




  “And what is that?” Maud asked innocently.




  “Why, a secret, of course,” Mary said dryly. “It’s the wicked fairy godmother who will assuredly come and gobble Tregarthen up if he does not behave himself.”




  “Is that really a fact, Miriam?” Maud asked.




  “‘It’s as true as taxes, and there’s nothing truer than them,’” Miriam quoted. “It is a power that I should fear most horribly in any hands but those of Mary. It is a power so terrible that I have nothing but pity for Tregarthen, I pray it may never be necessary to invoke its aid. And here is Dr. Julien coming up the drive.”




  Julien put up his horse and came in to tea. He might have been a lord of acres instead of a mere country practitioner, so grand an air had he, and so well did his coat and cords fit him. Tressillian of Tressillian Court, who was a great dandy in those parts, used to say that he never knew any man without a valet who could tie a bow or a scarf like Julien.




  “You haven’t asked me to the wedding, Miss Blenkiron,” he said.




  “I haven’t asked any one,” Mary replied. “You see, the whole thing is somewhat unconventional. There is to be no breakfast or reception, unless the breakfast will be like the one at the Welsh wedding.”




  “And what was that, Mary Blenkiron?” Maud asked.




  “Well, a whilom Welsh bridegroom boasted to an Irish friend that at his wedding there were forty cooks; to which his friend the Irishman responded, that was because each guest toasted his own cheese. My wedding will be like that. Everybody will be welcome to come and—toast their own cheese. But you will live to see Tregarthen Castle a home of hospitality yet.”




  The sun was setting warm and red in the garden, and Tregarthen lay like a blazing ruby in the golden setting of the sea. Mrs. Guy said there was frost in the air, and that it would be bad for the early primroses. In the shadow of the porch Julien was talking quietly and earnestly to Maud. She was listening to him gravely, her eyes were shy on his face, there was a flush on her creamy cheeks.




  “I like that man,” said Mary; “and he’s a gentleman.”




  “He isn’t badly off, either, and Maud has £800 a year,” Mrs. Guy observed.




  Mary responded that she really would not have thought it of Mrs. Guy. Anything sordid or worldly had no place under the grey shadow of St. Minver’s tower, and if those old Saxon saints heard of it they would come and pull down the Rectory. To which Mrs. Guy responded that it was all very well to talk, but she should try living there for nine months at a time with not a single congenial woman soul to speak to. Besides, she was very fond of Maud, and shamelessly averred that if she did not make a match of it between those two it would be no fault of Eleanor Guy of St. Minver’s to Trevose.




  Mary wandered down to the bottom of the garden alone. As a rule she was not fond of solitude, but she wanted to be by herself just at present. A strange sense of impending disaster was upon her, a feeling of misery and unrest. She was not afraid, she did not fear the future. For many years she had dreamed of being mistress of Tregarthen, but the realization of her dreams brought no sense of triumph in its train. Not that she was in the least afraid of Tregarthen. She was a woman, and therefore not given to logical analysis, so that she deemed it not strange that, despite his faults, she rather liked Tregarthen. She was forcing the man to marry her for the sake of the islanders, which was all very well; but suppose that he gradually came round to her views, suppose that he grew kind and tractable, and that all the time his contempt and coldness for her grew no less? And suppose that she grew to love him and he did not care for her—never got to care for her?




  That was where the cold feeling gripped Mary’s heart and set her trembling. She saw the sun plunging down like a red dragon into the western ocean, she saw Tregarthen fade from a crimson flaming jewel set in gold to a cold opal in molten silver, to a ragged black mass with twinkling points of flame here and there. High to the west of the island a red gleam smote into the gloom. It was the turret of the Castle, and under that light Tregarthen might be sitting now. Then some one rose from hard by and called Mary softly by name.




  “Ruth,” she said, “is that you?”




  Ruth it was, breathing quickly because she had come fast, and there was no time to waste if she was to get back to Tregarthen before the turn of the tide. The afterglow of the dying sunset was on her face, a face white and haggard and full of tears. Mary never caught the scent of violets again without thinking of that young spring night, for the air was heavy with the fragrance of them.




  “Is there anything wrong, Ruth?” she asked.




  “No, dear heart,” Ruth said quietly. “Nothing is very wrong—only you. Mary, don’t go on with it; stop before it is too late. I thought at one time that you were going to give yourself for me; I know now what is in your mind. But are we worth it? are all the people on the island worth the sacrifice?”




  “I fail to see that there is any great sacrifice.”




  “But there is—there is. You don’t know Tregarthen. There is wild blood in them all. And for two days he has not been outside the Castle. They say that he hardly speaks to any one, that he eats nothing. He sits brooding, brooding in the tower. You can see the light burning there now—it has not been out for two nights. I tell you I am frightened; I fear that there will be wild work done.”




  “Ruth, what you say only urges me on.”




  Ruth sighed sadly. She had had little hope from her mission.




  “Then let me be with you,” she implored. “I have talked it all over with Gervase, and we have decided not to get married yet, not till we feel safe about you. Gervase has convinced Tregarthen that he is contrite and repentant—which he never will be, because my Gervase is right—and he has been taken into the household. And I shall be most miserable unless I am taken into the household also. Let me come to you, dear, I implore you, let me come to you. You want a maid—I will be maid and slave to you if you like. Only let me come.”




  She flung her arms out widely, she fell on her knees before Mary. It was impossible to resist a plea like that, and besides, Mary was touched to the soul. It was an infinite relief to know that she would have friends devoted to her in that gloomy old castle where she would be fettered to a man who despised her.




  “Do not kneel to me like that,” she said; and there were tears in her voice. “Ruth, I have no words to thank you. And tell Tretire——”




  She broke down, utterly unable to proceed. Ruth snatched at her hand and carried it to her lips. Then she broke away and fled into the darkness, fearful lest Mary might, after all, change her mind. Far down towards the cliffs Mary could hear her singing as she went along. All the rest of the world was asleep, or so it seemed. The light from the Castle tower still flamed redly.




  “Am I a fool, a madwoman, or a high-minded girl?” Mary asked herself. “Am I really making a sacrifice for these people, or am I simply gratifying my own whims and fancies? And yet I feel that I am sincere. Well, the whole thing is in God’s hands, and He will guide me to the right.”




  The load lifted from her mind, the dull red light of the castle suddenly grew white and clear and strong. The omen raised Mary’s spirits wonderfully. The others were calling her from the porch of the Rectory, she heard Julien’s cheery adieu and the clack of his horse’s hoofs. Then she wiped her eyes, and walked smilingly towards the light.




  XXI — “TILL DEATH DO US PART”
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  A COLD grey morning wrapped in a cloak of mist and fine rain. Putting her blind aside, Mary could just see the Norman tower of the church coming towards her out of the gloom, she could hear the drip of rain from the trees, the only sound that broke a clogging silence. Then a soft, quick footstep went past the door, there was the sound of a match being scratched below, a rattle and fall of cinders. Presently there came a knock at the door and a maid in a violent pink print dress brought in the early cup of tea. That is the brew that young Benedicts account to their brides for luxurious extravagance, and take to themselves avidly before the waning of the honeymoon.




  “Jane, it does not seem like a nice morning,” said Mary.




  “Wet and thick, with wind behind it most likely,” Jane replied. “Boy left the firewood outside last night, and a fine job I had to get a blaze, bother to him.”




  Mary sat up in bed, sipping her tea, until the shadows folded their wings and the weary leaden day came up out of the east like the pauper that he was, a mouldy damp depressing day, with an occasional flirt and fling of the treetops to show that there was wind at the back of the watery curtain. It was assuredly a dreary wedding-day even to the bride who loves her lord, but unutterably sad and depressing to Mary.




  Presently she rose and stood contemplating herself in the glass. She was young and beautiful and rich—most men would have been proud of a wife like that. Mary was going to a man who detested and despised her. She was going to take the cup of happiness and freedom in both hands and dash it to the ground. And yet, when you come to think of it, there was something noble in the sacrifice.




  “I am not going to be cast down, and I am not going to be miserable,” she told her own reflection vigorously. “Now I am going to dress.”




  Mary had no wedding vestment such as fashion would have demanded of one of her wealth and station. The marriage rite would take place at the little chapel on the island and Reginald Guy was going to perform the ceremony. At first he had declared emphatically that he would do no such thing. His remarks on the subject had been characterized by considerable freedom and candour. The experiment was bound to be a ghastly failure. But if he refused to marry that strangely assorted couple somebody else would, and he yielded.




  Mary’s dress was pure white, plain and simple as that of a girl about to be confirmed. There was no frill or tucker or embroidery, no ‘shimmer of satin and gloss of pearls’ from head to foot, but the dress was made in Paris, as were the similar frocks of Miriam and Maud who were to be bridesmaids. Beyond the exquisite flowers ordered from Plymouth for the occasion, there were no ornaments at all.




  Downstairs the rest of the party had already gathered. The rector stood between the latticed windows tapping the barometer like a slightly ruffled woodpecker. He prophesied wind, à propos of nothing, and in much the same tones as ‘Mr. F.‘s aunt’ was wont to address humanity generally.




  “Will it come soon?” Mary asked sweetly.




  “Yes, it will,” Guy responded grimly, “but not soon enough to blow Tregarthen into the sea before you have made a——I mean yourself irretrievably miserable. I am perfectly aware, my dear Mary, that I am speaking very rudely to you, for which I make no apology whatever. Come to breakfast.”




  To her surprise, Mary made a good breakfast, as did also Miriam. Maud ate sparingly, with her big melancholy eyes fixed on Mary. The look was disconcerting and tended to produce a slight feeling of hysteria on the part of the prospective bride. Altogether it was a silent meal, the least pleasant meal Mrs. Guy recollected during the time she had been at the Rectory. But this she kept rigidly to herself.




  It was eleven o’clock when they started for the village. The dull, grey pall overhead had parted in a ragged wrack of cloud, the trailing vapour slid and spun over the face of a watery sun, a wind was blowing in fitful gusts. Far out to sea the white horses were racing and tumbling. A group of men on the quay looked grotesquely bulbous in their flapping oilskins. Cottage doors stood open, exuding odours of fish and oil, bare-armed women watched the party pass with steady curiosity. Two boats were waiting down in the bay with Hawkes and his son sitting in them.




  “No fishing to-day,” said the rector.




  “No,” Hawkes replied. “It’s going to be a dirty afternoon with a fine sunset. Then the wind is going round to the nor’-west and blow up a gale before midnight. Coastguard put up one of them bellows on the station; but, bless you, what do they know about it?”




  Thus Hawkes oracularly, as if he carried the weather in the pocket of his expansive breeches. He did not suggest, he did not hint cautiously as he would have done on other matters. He stated boldly what the weather was going to do, and the midnight hour verified his prophesy to the letter.




  They started at length: Mary and Miriam and Dr. Julien—who rode up at the last moment—in the first boat, the rector and his wife and Maud in the other vessel. Directly they were past the bluff that shoulders the quay they got the wind. Long before Tregarthen was reached they were in the thick of it. A sudden squall had come up, bringing a wall of green water on its back. A little knot of men had gathered on the shore at Tregarthen.




  “Is there any danger?” Mary asked.




  “Ay, there is,” Hawkes replied shortly. “We might get there, and we might not. Anyway, we can’t turn back. It all depends how long this bit of a squall lasts. It’s all a matter of touch and go.”




  Mary drew her mackintosh closer, but she was not in the least afraid. At the present moment she would as lief die as carry out her part of the contract. The feeling was only a passing one, perhaps, but there it was. If you brought a man out of the condemned cell and gave him penal servitude the sentence would not trouble him much. Thus Mary. She glanced round at the other boat, and it seemed to her that they were making better weather of it, a fact she ventured to point out fearfully to Hawkes.




  “It’s right,” he admitted. “They were lucky enough to go about before the storm struck ‘em. I taught that lad of mine, and now he can beat his old father any time a’most.”




  The other boat was running before the wind. Mary saw her rise high and then disappear behind the white blundering wall that fringed Tregarthen Sands. A moment later and the passengers were standing on the beach.




  Hawkes was in as close as he dared, then he had to make another leg of it. There were snarling rocks here, with teeth like knives, and he did not dare to run his boat close in. Meanwhile it was coming up black and dark from the west and the wind was increasing in violence. A wave curled over the stern of the boat till everything was afloat and the two women were almost knee deep in water. Then they began to bale out for their lives. It seemed hard to be within almost hailing distance of the shore and yet in such imminent peril. A figure rose from the rocks and yelled at Hawkes.




  “Risk it, fool!” the voice said. “Drive her up behind Pennis Point.”




  The speaker was Tregarthen. He was so near that Mary could see the rain and moisture glistening on his coat. Hawkes shook his head doggedly, his teeth set. He was not the man to take advice from anybody.




  “I ain’t going to lose my boat after forty years,” he said.




  But he was. As he tried to put about with the idea of tacking up the bay to the sands, a wave caught the boat broadside and fairly flung her upon the black forehead of a hidden reef. Like a matchbox crushed under one’s heel the boat parted and a white horseman snatched up Mary and carried her like a child tossed in a swing. Hawkes had grabbed at Miriam and was fighting his way over the rocks with her.




  It was all over, Mary thought; her little cobwebs had been blown away, the Great Secret would never be told now. She felt nothing but a dreamy regret, a great salt flood seemed to be pouring into her throat, a soothing calm came over her; if it was not for the noise she would have dropped peacefully to sleep. Then a rude hand was laid upon her streaming hair, she felt herself dragged forward, felt the imprint of her body on the wet sand, and after that nothing more.




  She came to herself presently cold and shivering. There was only one man bending over her and that one man was Tregarthen.




  “You saved my life,” Mary gasped.




  “I pulled you out of the sea, yes. I hadn’t the remotest idea it was you at first. It seems like fate, does it not?”




  Mary nodded. She struggled to her feet, surprised to find she was no worse. In the distance people were running towards her, Miriam amongst them. A babbling crowd quickly gathered round. Once the feeling of passionate gratitude to Providence, once the flash of tears had passed, Mary smiled.




  “Miriam,” she said, “am I such a dreadful scarecrow as yourself?”




  “That is hardly possible,” Miriam responded coolly. “I have more than once stated that, under any circumstances, you are bound to look nice. I am now compelled to qualify that remark. If you could see—oh, my darling, thank God for your merciful escape. What should I have done without you, what should I have done?”




  She took Mary in her arms and kissed her passionately. Mary returned the warm pressure, just for a moment fighting with a wild stream of tears.




  “Don’t,” she whispered; “at least, not yet. I don’t want my gratitude to God to get me on my knees till I am alone. Recollect what I have to face.”




  “Mary, you are not going through that now!”




  “I am, indeed. You don’t know, nobody will ever know what an ordeal I have been through—I could never go through it again. And Tregarthen would have beaten me. There are Ruth and Naomi with dry clothing for us both, and Mrs. Bishop’s cottage is close by. Let Tregarthen know I shall be ready in half an hour.”




  It was the rector who carried the message. He had done some uncongenial things in his time, but nothing so uncongenial as this. Tregarthen stared at him dully.




  “Ah, yes,” he said, “I understand. I had better go home and change. Pity I didn’t let her pull me under in the first struggle.”




  “Tregarthen,” Guy said solemnly, “I’d cut my right hand off to save this. That girl is an angel of goodness and noble qualities. She is acting from the highest motives. Mind you are good and kind to her, try and meet her and win her love. If you only knew the blessing you have in your grasp!”




  “Meanwhile I am very wet,” Tregarthen said coldly. “The fact is not conducive to the expansion of the higher emotions. Let me go and change and see the ghastly business through to the end.”




  Meanwhile the others had hurried Miriam and Mary up to Bishop’s cottage. A warm fire was here, also some of the port wine Mary had sent for the sick child. A glass of this set the blood running in her chilled veins again. Ruth knelt at Mary’s feet and stripped the soddened clothing away.




  It was a strange costume donned by the bride who was mistress of many dollars. Stout buckled shoes, worsted stockings, a short plaid skirt and a white bodice. Over this Naomi cast a white lace veil of her own making. Mary’s flowers seemed to be but little the worse for the salt water. Miriam, arrayed in still more primitive garments, looked on with grim approval.




  “You are all a bride, in spite of everything,” she said.




  There was no such thing as a looking-glass in the cottage, therefore Mary’s natural feminine curiosity as to her appearance had to remain ungratified. The praises of Mrs. Bishop were outspoken and embarrassing. There was a latent vein of poesy in her nature somewhere, and Mary had the full benefit of it.




  “Long to reign over us,” the housewife cried. “That’s what I say. And, if you only manage properly, Tregarthen will fairly fetch and carry for you. God bless the day you came to the island. See there.”




  She pointed to the white-haired child who laughed and ran across the flagged floor. All the life and elasticity of youth had returned. Mary stooped and kissed the child with a mist before her eyes. If she could do these things, then the sacrifice had not been in vain. The clasp of those childish arms about her neck gave her new strength and courage.




  “I’ll do my best,” she said cheerfully. “And I’ll try to bring the light to Tregarthen. Are you ready, good people? Miriam, will you see if Maud is anywhere near? I suppose that Dr. Julien will give me away. Or why not Michael Hawkes? There is an inspiration for you. I will be given away by Michael Hawkes.”




  Thus do some have greatness thrust upon them. I mind the time when Michael Hawkes was a man of some natural humility—at least as humble as you can hope to find a Cornish fisherman—but you should see him now. That, however, you shall hear about in due and convenient season. Hawkes just at the moment was trying to grasp the fact that he had lost his boat. Miriam came upon him outside as he was debating the matter. Some good Samaritan had clothed and dried him as one might a sleepy child. As Miriam put the question Hawkes shook his rugged old head.




  “I’m in frame of mind to do anything as anybody asks me,” he said. “Three years ago at Candlemas I give Jane to young Braund up to Bucks Mills, Devon. And a good man to her he’s been. And now I’ve lost a boat as I wouldn’t have taken seventy pound for.”




  “You shall have the best boat that money can buy, and I’ll pay for it,” Miriam said. “Come along.”




  Hawkes followed, with never a word of thanks from his lips. He would reach that stage in the course of weeks, perhaps. When his gratitude finally reached him Miriam found it embarrassing. Meanwhile he trudged alongside her in silence. He was, perhaps, a little dubious as to whether or not Miriam was in a position to carry her promise into effect.




  The little chapel was reached at last, and here the most remarkable marriage of the nineteenth century was about to take place. The chief actors in the drama were all people of marked intelligence; if you asked them to-day to describe the progress to church not one of them could do so. It is all confused and vague and visionary as a dream, the kind of dream that has a puzzling tragedy infused into it. Dr. Julien says he remembers nothing but the fitful sunlight, falling through the dusty purple and smeared yellow stained glass on Maud’s face, and the deep sadness of her glorious eyes. Hawkes avers that he was debating whether his new boat was to be a centre board or not, and finally decided that he dared not risk the experiment. Miriam does not believe that she was there at all and that the whole thing must have been materialized. But even the spirits cannot materialize wedding-rings.




  The fact remains that they were there in the dim light over the altar, and that Reginald Guy was reading the service in a singularly impressive manner. The bride might have been cut out of stone, the groom from granite. Not the least imposing part of the ceremony was the grand manner in which Hawkes gave the bride away. He was simple, reverent, and tender. A lone widower who sends his only and deeply loved daughter into foreign parts—Devonshire is a long way off—quite understands what the feelings of a parent should be. Maud was so touched that she had to wipe the tears from her eyes.




  XXII — THE FIRST OF THE BRIDGE
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  IT was all very strange and very wonderful, Maud Barry said; but then, when you have any amount of money, you can remove mountains. It may be a disadvantageous thing to be rich, but no rich man of my acquaintance ever says so. It was everything in the case of Mary, it is almost everything where personal ambition is concerned. Nor was Mary blind to the blessing of wealth. Without it she could not have fought Tregarthen a single yard, without it she would hardly have dared the experiment of marrying him.




  And already she had brought about some marvellous changes at the Castle. It was still dry, bleak, and clear March weather, cold and crisp, and with a touch of snow in the air, but already Tregarthen Castle was blossoming like a rose. There was a crispness and cleanness about the place never seen before. The mouldy smell of sluggard centuries had gone, the pictures gleamed bright from their frames, there was a glitter on the armour, the polished oak glowed like a mirror, fair and translucent came the light through the now crystal windows. Scores of packing-cases had come from London at a wave of Mary’s wand, e.g. cheque-book; the bedrooms had been utterly transformed. It had come as a shock—and by no means an unpleasant shock—to Tregarthen, that he was actually master of a beautiful, refined, and tasteful home.




  There were other reforms besides these. There were women servants about the house in a neat livery of Mary’s design. There was nothing of the modern starched parlour-maid about these girls—the Castle did not lend itself to that—but the dresses were artistic and the caps wonderfully becoming. Nor was there any difficulty in getting them from the cottages of the very poor. They came for the warmth and food and comfort, but they came most of all because they were absolutely devoted to Mary. Even Tregarthen was fain to admit that Mary could do anything with them.




  She was not without her influence on him. It was impossible for a refined artistic nature like his to be insensible to Mary’s beauty and fascination. And all this time he could bring to his soul the delusion that Mary was in no way interfering with the politics of the island. It never occurred to him how wonderfully men are swayed by women, and that gradually but surely the new order of things at the Castle was being crystallized in the minds of the islanders. Did Mary guess this? Sad to say, she did.




  She dined above the salt at one o’clock in the great hall, but she persisted in calling it luncheon. She had furnished the lesser hall so attractively and tastefully, and above all so cheerfully, that Tregarthen got to spending his evenings there. And, before he knew what he was about, he was dining at seven in dress clothes and learning to be nice in the fine gradations of French cookery. Mary the magician had managed all that. She wanted a French cook to give lessons in economy and cheap variety of food to the islanders. Demurely, almost humbly, she suggested the idea to Tregarthen. And the king could see no pauperizing of the people in that.




  He was going down by easy stages. The furious, bitter sense of defeat had passed away. He was still ready to fight fanatically and fantastically for the old creed and the old narrow tenets of his political faith. His logic was of the crudest. ‘I am right and everybody else is wrong’ sufficed him. Meanwhile it was pleasing to have that beautiful woman, always so exquisitely dressed, about him. Her loveliness gladdened the eye, it fitted in so well with the picture. Take it away now, and Tregarthen would freely admit the terrible void left behind. In plain English he had fallen head over ears in love with his wife without the slightest idea of the fact. Mary, on the other hand, had admired Tregarthen from the first. She had only to let herself go and the love was mutual.




  But not yet, not yet. Tregarthen’s eyes were to be opened by love, but not the love that flings principle and honour to the winds as the lovers of Cleopatra and Ninon de l’Enclos and the rest threw theirs. Tregarthen must come to the light for the sake of the light and not for mere sentimental reasons. First there was a surgical operation like to be a cruel one.




  All these things unfolded themselves to Mary’s friends as they sat in her own boudoir over afternoon tea. The friends were Mrs. Guy, Miriam, and Maud. The rector and Tregarthen were on the mainland after rabbits. Dr. Julien was going to join them all at dinner.




  “You should be a happy wife, Mary,” Maud suggested. “Now that you have got everything in order, there isn’t a nobler or more beautiful country house in England. You have worked absolute wonders.”




  “I am hardly what you call a wife,” Mary said.




  “Then, in the name of common sense, what are you?”




  “A paying guest,” Mary responded smoothly. “With the privilege of furnishing my own rooms. I have induced the head of the establishment to dine with and spend the evening with me, which is something.”




  “I don’t like to hear you talk like that, Mary,” Mrs. Guy said, with a slight frown for her unoffending Sèvres tea-cup. “Are you dull?”




  “Not in myself, dear,” Mary said. “Our conversations are generally too much on a strictly meteorological basis.”




  With that sweet discretion that lifts her above the ordinary woman, Mrs. Guy began to talk about other matters. She was not blind to the feelings that lay beyond Mary’s apparent frivolity. Miriam’s humorous mouth was quivering. She was unfeignedly glad to see that Mary was not unhappy. She loved the girl better than any one in the world and understood her every mood. It was only Maud who looked so beautifully, sweetly sad.




  “I am not going to let you look like that,” Mary cried. “Is it my woes or the woes of Erin that worry you, darlin’?”




  “Nothing of the kind,” said Miriam. “There’s no sugar on the table, and she always takes two lumps in her tea.”




  Mrs. Guy remarked that Miriam was utterly incorrect as usual. A long course of newspaper writing had caused her to become criminally inaccurate in her statements. The truth was there was to be a great demonstration in Ireland over the dastardly removal of certain historical scarecrows on an evicted holding, and that Maud had rejoiced in so brilliant an opportunity of making herself ridiculous. She had had her bag packed to proceed to the fray when Dr. Julien had stepped in and forbidden the whole business. When the Dowager Lady Carrib and the whole Barry family would have failed ignominiously, an obscure country practitioner had achieved a brilliant success.




  “He absolutely frightened her into staying,” Mrs. Guy smiled. “Didn’t he, Maud?”




  “He was abominably rude,” Maud laughed, with a heightened colour. “But really I don’t feel up to the meetings at present. The scarecrow tale is all nonsense. The Ballybrigton tenants have a real grievance against the police.”




  Mary did not doubt it for a moment. All the same she was glad to hear what a strong influence Julien was gaining over the wild, headstrong, tender-hearted Irish beauty. It was growing almost too dark to see Maud’s face, but there was a flush on it and a dreamy look in those exquisite eyes.




  As the night fell, lights began to gleam from the Castle. There were no clanging gloomy passages now, no dusty corners where the red rats and the mice scratched behind the panels. As Tregarthen came in chill from his row from the mainland all this struck him with a new and pleasant force. His dressing-room was no longer a barrack, with a gallows bed ghastly in a corner. It was warm and bright and cheerful, a fire roared up between the great hammered iron dogs; his evening clothes lay ready to his hands. So strong natures are sapped, and stern resolutions broken by the treachery of a mere woman!




  Shaded lamps shone redly in the drawing-room, fires crackled on the hearth. There was a rustle of silks, a flash of jewels, the sombre black and white of the man’s evening attire. Tregarthen paused as he pushed back the heavy curtain to contemplate the picture. It appealed to his artistic eye, and he was glad to see that no woman there looked more beautiful than Mary. He did not know that she wilfully designed to look more lovely for the sake of himself and his pride any more than he knew that Worth had charged her a hundred guineas for the white and gold dress she was wearing. How colossally ignorant he was Tregarthen was destined to learn in the time to come.




  “Are we all here, Mary?” he asked.




  He had come to call her by her Christian name, but he was still distant, something like Sydney might have been, or Essex at first, in the court of Elizabeth. Mrs. Guy would have preferred to see Mary treated as her gallants treated Marie Stuart, but that was on the knees of the gods at present.




  “All who dine here,” Mary replied. “I am expecting Mr. Cutress who is doing those big coast defences at Treverlock presently. He and I have prepared a pleasant little surprise for you. I fancy I have hit upon a way of helping Tregarthen without pauperizing the people.”




  Tregarthen bowed and said nothing. Guy laughed.




  “That will be when the Trevose-Tregarthen bridge is built,” he said.




  The rector was quoting a local proverb. A century before, after a long storm that practically starved out Tregarthen in consequence of the island being cut off from the mainland, a certain ruling Tregarthen had planned a bridge over the four hundred yards of dangerous channel. The bridge had come to nothing, but the proverb remained. At times it held the Trevose factions together. For instance, when the quarrel between Hawkes and Challen threatened danger, one would allude to the bridge and the other would shake his head solemnly and aver that the bridge would come as a blessing. It always healed strife. They might differ upon religion and bait—the two great causes of controversy in Trevose—but they were unanimous as to the bridge.




  “Which will never be,” Tregarthen said. “The people would like it; in fact, if they had the money, they would build it, and for two years or so Tregarthen would be a sink of blackguardism and debauchery. I’d rather see the island under the sea than have five hundred ‘navvies’ here.”




  Nobody contradicted this statement because the basis for argument was too slender. Then dinner was announced and the little party flocked into the lower hall, there to partake of the evening meal. There were shaded lights on the table, flowers and palms from Mary’s conservatory, and willing hands to wait. Also there was wonderful china and crystal, and the marvellous collection of Tregarthen plate. That most of it had been callously ripped from the bowels of stricken argosies wrecked on that cruel coast made no difference. There it was, worth a king’s ransom, and Miriam, forgetting her manners for once, cried aloud. A certain pride of possession was on Tregarthen, and he explained the history of that gleaming mass of beating and carving and designing graciously.




  “Lovely,” Maud murmured. “How can you keep your eyes off it?”




  “My dear,” the rector murmured, “I have seen it all before. Let me confess at once to you that I have a weakness for a good dinner. I perceive from the menu and from the soup that, for the first time for five years, I am going to dine. I have been satiated with rabbits, I have borne uncomplainingly cycles of boiled fowl and bacon, I have faced unflinchingly acres of Cornish pastry. On this occasion it is borne in upon me that I am entertaining a Dinner unawares. Maud, I fancy that you are fond of me.”




  “As Eleanor is not listening, I’m in love with you, darlin’.”




  “Dear girl! Then don’t chatter—leave this poor battered old cleric, this wreck of what might have been a magnificent archbishop, in peace for half an hour. Talk Irish politics with Julien—and get the worst of it. What can a child like you know of the true wonders of sweetbread à la Martignan?”




  Julien came to the rescue gallantly.




  “Let him alone, Miss Barry,” he said. “I always suspected the monastic in Guy. Do you know that eighty per cent. of English cathedrals are on salmon rivers?”




  “I didn’t know it,” Maud admitted. “What is the reason?”




  “That was the artfulness of the monks. No trouble about to-morrow being Friday on a salmon or trout stream. When I was in London a fortnight ago salmon was five shillings a pound. And fifty years ago there was a clause inserted in the Herefordshire indentures of apprenticeship to the effect that the lads were not to be fed with salmon more than three times a week.”




  So the pleasant meal proceeded under the shaded lights and amidst all the artistic confusion that surrounds a well-served meal. Tregarthen lay back and feasted his artistic eye upon the refinement of it all. He saw the gleam of polished oak and armour, the glitter of silver and priceless crystal behind feathery ferns and flowers. On the whole he was more happy and contented than he had ever been before. The vivid contrast between this daintiness and refinement and the crude confusion of the great hall dinner struck him pleasantly. He did not as yet quite grasp the effect a good dinner perfectly cooked exercises upon poor sinful man. He only knew that the beautiful woman at the bottom of the table had brought all this about without the least treading upon those kingly and ultra-sensitive corns. Tregarthen’s topmost emotion just now was a drowsy gratitude to Mary for having married him.




  They passed into the big drawing-room at length, and presently there came to them a dark lean man, with hard quick eyes and a roll of paper under his arm. He had no evening dress, and brought with him a subtle flavour of continents. You had only to look at James Cutress once to feel that he was a man of wide lands and many adventures.




  Had he told you that travel and he were strangers, you would have been disappointed. But he told you nothing of the kind, he discoursed modestly of adventures, and the vast difficulties overcome by engineering science, of truculent native workmen, of deadly swamps, of comrades hearty at dawn and buried by breakfast. There are many men like Cutress, and they all have the same hard eye and brown skin. He bowed over Mary’s hand.




  “I am sorry to be late,” he said. “But I have been to the quarries after hands. Thanks, I have dined.”




  He had—dry bread and cold mackerel, with nameless ale and what the Cornish people call a pasty. In this respect, it might be said that there are pasties and pasties. The one is excellent, the other——




  “This is Mr. Cutress,” Mary said, as she introduced the stranger. “Mr. Cutress has just finished those large coast protective works at Treverlock. He has kindly undertaken to engineer my new bridge.”




  “Your new bridge!” Tregarthen gasped.




  All the sunny amiability had vanished from his face. The old dark arrogance and ignorance were coming back, the childish conceit and jealousy that ever stood like a sore between himself and his manhood.




  “I wish I was well out of this,” the rector murmured to his wife. “Tregarthen is going to make an ass of himself. I know the signs well.”




  “May I beg for a little light on the subject?” Tregarthen asked frigidly.




  “Certainly,” Mary smiled. “I said I had a little surprise for you. The local tradition is going to become true. In future I am not going to run the risk of being drowned every time I go to see my dear friend Eleanor Guy. So I am going to build the bridge between Tregarthen and Trevose.”




  “It is well to be a millionaire,” Tregarthen said bitterly.




  “Isn’t it?” Mary responded, with marked cheerfulness. “I am going to spend £30,000. Mr. Cutress, will you show our friends the plans?”




  Cutress dexterously unfolded a long roll of drawing-paper. On it was an exquisite water-colour drawing showing the cliffs at Trevose and the high crags on Tregarthen opposite. Everything was in the most faithful detail, and across the four hundred yards of tossing dangerous channel spanned a bridge so light and graceful and beautiful, that with one accord they all exclaimed with delight.




  “Decided improvement to the landscape,” the rector declared.




  Miriam thought it would be the making of the place. Julien was of opinion that in future he would be compelled to charge a smaller fee for his visits to Tregarthen; on those grounds he laughingly opposed the bridge.




  “You haven’t a leg to stand on,” Mary cried, “considering that, however large or small your fee is, you never get paid on Tregarthen.”




  “Is that so?” Tregarthen demanded.




  “As a mere matter of detail it is,” Julien said dryly. “My dear fellow, so long as you persist in your present line of government, where on earth are the people to find the money to pay me?”




  Tregarthen said no more for the present. With the best intentions in the world, Julien had dealt him a staggering blow. It was his proud boast that his people had never been pauperized, but they didn’t pay their doctor, and the fact that his services went unremunerated didn’t seem to trouble them in the least. And your decadent workman in reeking towns would never have stood that. The knowledge that he was wrong maddened him.




  “It’s a pretty scheme,” he said; “but I forbid it.”




  “Baalim’s ass was a mere poodle compared to this man,” the rector murmured.




  “Be quiet, Reg,” Mrs. Guy said. “If you don’t behave yourself I shall take you home this very minute.” The rector expressed himself ready to sacrifice a whole silver sixpence provided he found himself in his study behind a pipe at this minute. He also added, with profound philosophy, that any man who made a fuss after dinner ought to be hounded beyond the pale of decent society.




  “Forbid it?” Mary cried; “my dear Tregarthen!”




  “That is what I said,” Tregarthen muttered. The black frown was on his brows, the old childish sullen obstinacy in his eyes. “That I have not been consulted in the matter is nothing. I am told that husbands’ opinions are quite superfluous nowadays. All the same, I am not going to have the bridge. I am not going to have the vices and ways of the ‘navvy’ class imported into the island. I am not going to have my people spoilt by men who will fling their thirty shillings a week into the teeth of the poor islanders. From an artistic point of view, sir, your bridge is perfect. But you are not going to build it. For the rest I must refer you to my wife.”




  Cutress bowed ceremoniously. He did not feel in the least uncomfortable. A man who goes out to West Africa and comes back the only surviving European out of two hundred odd is not likely to be moved by a little domestic difference between husband and wife. A constrained silence followed.




  “What do the Trevose people say?” Mary asked.




  “They are enthusiastic,” said Cutress. “I find the bridge is a proverb here. They seem to imagine that once the bridge is built a new era of prosperity will dawn for Trevose and Tregarthen.”




  “That is also my opinion,” Mary said dryly. “I am yet sanguine that I shall bring Tregarthen round to my way of thinking.”




  “Never!” Tregarthen cried. “Never! I am ruler of Tregarthen, and, by Heaven, despite all the women in the world, so I will remain.”




  His voice rang in the roof, his eyes gleamed with the old fanatic fury, the petty tyrant was aroused. He stood there apparently heedless of everybody, he did not seem to realize that Mrs. Guy and his guests were saying good night to him. He realized nothing till he found himself alone with Mary. All these things he was going to repent of later in sackcloth and ashes and dry husks.




  Mary had something akin to a madman to deal with, but she was not afraid. She had expected this, she had calculated upon it from the first. The struggle was inevitable. If he intended to fight her over a matter like this, what would he say to certain ultimate schemes she had already pigeon-holed? And she had Ruth close at hand, and the thought gave her courage.




  “Why did you insult your guests to-night?” she asked.




  Tregarthen replied furiously, taking no nice heed in his choice of words. He was no more than a spoilt boy ruined by a foolish mother. They were not his guests, he wanted nobody from the mainland, he was quite content with Tregarthen.




  “I believe that,” Mary said slowly. “You love the place, it would break your heart to leave it. Every stick and stone holds some precious association for you. This is a high virtue, Tregarthen, and I respect it. But, all the same, you have not the power to prevent the building of the bridge.”




  “Have not the power. I!”




  He spoke magnificently. It was the Eighth Henry of pious memory addressing some presumptuous courtier, Wolsey in his decline, say. But Mary stood before him, absolutely refusing to be withered by his noble scorn.




  “I repeat what I said,” she replied. “You are powerless to prevent it, so long as I choose to find the money. And I am going to find the money.”




  Tregarthen bowed. One glance at Mary’s face proved that.




  “I shall find the money. And you will refuse powers to the builders. Very good. The Trevose local authorities will, if necessary, ask for Government powers, and will be backed up by Lloyds who have a station there. Also they will be backed up by the National Lifeboat Association. Against those allied bodies you will be absolutely helpless. Think it over for a moment. If you can see any way out I shall be glad to listen.”




  “A way out? Bah! the thing is easy.”




  But it wasn’t; it was very difficult indeed. For a long time Tregarthen paced up and down the room, turning the thing over in his mind. But there was no way out—he was trapped, and baffled, and beaten by the woman he called his wife.




  “I am master here,” he said finally, “master here.”




  “Master here, indeed!” Mary replied sadly. “Master of everything else but—yourself.”




  The words went home, stinging all the more furiously because they were so bitterly true. As he turned his back towards her Mary moved to the door. Then she came back again and called Tregarthen to her side. He crossed over sullenly.




  “Stoop down a moment,” she said.




  He stooped, his flushed sullen handsome face close to hers. With her hands light as thistle-down on his shoulders Mary kissed him on the lips.




  “You are a foolish boy,” she said; “but the foolish boy will grow into a wise man. And all that I am doing now I am doing for your good and benefit, as the God who looks down upon us knows. Good night.”




  She flitted from the room and was gone like a shadow, leaving Tregarthen trembling and with the sweetness of that kiss still warm on his lips. He called her back; but the oak door was closed, and she heard not. Had Mary returned then perhaps this story had never been finished.




  Was that girl right, after all? Certainly she was right in saying that opposition was absolutely futile. And did she really care for him? was she actuated only by the best and purest motives? She might get the bridge built, but Tregarthen would take care that not a single islander turned a sod or drew a penny for labour on the work.




  Up and down, up and down, far into the night Tregarthen paced the room in anxious thought. The lamps sighed and flickered and died with a pungent reek in the air, but Tregarthen saw nothing of it. The long watches of the night droned along the passages on noiseless feet, the grey of the dawn straggled through the storied panes, but Tregarthen took no heed.




  Then the day came, a damp, raw day with the promise of rain. With a racking head Tregarthen passed outside. He heard the thunder of the sea, he caught the flying spume on his white face. He walked on and on till he came to the long ledge of rocks over against Trevose. Here, early as it was, a little knot of islanders had gathered. They were discussing something eagerly, and Tregarthen’s curiosity was on edge.




  The main speaker appeared to be Bishop from Port Gwynn. Once loose, there was a rugged vein of poetry in the man’s nature and he talked well. Tregarthen could hear his voice booming above the swell of the sea, he saw the great knotted hand uplifted.




  Then he crept along the rocky ledge and—well, he listened.




  XXIII — THE GOLDEN GATE
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  THE mist had lifted slightly, and Tintagel loomed from the lap of the morning with his head in a flaming glory. His feet were in the dark waste of waters, about his brown knees was a creamy fringe. In between the sea lay like virgin silver waiting for the burnishing hand of the sun. Overhead there came a faint rose pink, and one star glittered on the bosom of the morning. If I shut my eyes I can see the island as Tregarthen saw it that morning, and the memory of it will be to me crisp and clear so long as life remains.




  But Tregarthen was taking no heed of the beauty of the dawn. He was creeping over the damp, dank weed amongst the sea-pools, shining pictures of forest and mountains and wide deserts of golden sand. There are no sea-pools in the British Isles like those on the North Cornish coast. They were flushed now with rose pink and umber and saffron, but Tregarthen took no heed for all these art galleries reeking fresh from Nature’s hand. He wanted to know what these men were talking about.




  Jacob Bishop was speaking. He was pointing to the mainland. Jackson and Hawkes, and the others were around him, patriarchs all, and fathers of the island. They made a strong group as they stood there in an atmosphere partly of their own creating—tar and fish and a tanned smoky flavour as if somebody had been adjacent to a box of kippered herrings. Big silent men, grey-headed, tangled-haired men, with knotted hands and mahogany faces. Where their brown throats were bare you could see a twisted knot there like so much horsehair. Strong men who, like Sarah of Marlborough, must have been born before nerves came into fashion.




  They were listening more eagerly than usual, for they were stirred for once out of their philosophic calm. Had an angel come flaming from the ethereal sky, the islanders had been no more moved than they were by the news that the bridge was coming. The bridge had passed into a proverb, the building of it was, in a way, an Advent. It was supposed to mean good times, cycles of prosperity and a century of peace. Had you proposed to run a ferry across there you would have been a scorn and derision in the fish-market, ousted as an intruder, for that was innovation. The bridge was another thing; they wanted it, they were going to have it. And Tregarthen began to see that he had all his work cut out for him.




  “Thirty and odd thousand pounds,” Bishop said deliberately, and yet with great enthusiasm. He rolled the figures round his tongue. Had Mary been there she would have thought of Joe Gargary. “A sight of money. And the bridge finished at the end of two years.”




  “And a lot of money spent here,” Hawkes suggested.




  Bishop nodded. Old Spry pressed the tobacco in his pipe with a finger burnt and scarred and seared like iron.




  “Two hundred men from Trevose and beyond,” he said, “and as many men here as that James Cutress can get hold on. Told me so last night. Work for all as wants it at twenty-nine shillings a week. And my boy Jim’s paving at Plymouth for less money. Tregarthen can’t say anything to that.”




  Again grey heads were nodded and a great silence followed. According to the strict laws of the game it was Bishop’s turn to speak. The others regarded him with tranquil expectation. They felt he was on the verge of new thought.




  “Men,” he said presently, “I’ve got something as I’m bound to say, consequently I’m going to say’t. Tregarthen’s ruling us all wrong.”




  At this stupendous suggestion every man rapped his pipe and rammed the tobacco tight. There was a dead puffing, blue silence for some ten minutes whilst half as many minds were taking this in. There was no hurry. Those fine fellows had nothing to do but to wait till the autumn and starve meanwhile. Still, they had their tobacco. Where did it come from? Tregarthen wondered. It never occurred to him to ask Mary that question.




  “Jacob,” said old Spry, with great deliberation, “you’re right.”




  That was all. There was no argument, no suggestion that there might have been two sides to the question. As a matter of fact these greybeards had been deliberating the matter for years without knowing it. In the long dark periods of starvation it had come to them as it comes to all of us pitted against an all-wise Providence. Not till now had the question been put openly. And, strangest of all, the unseen listener knew that Spry spoke the truth.




  “I endorses what Spry do say,” Johnson said oracularly.




  “Very well, then,” Bishop resumed in fine argumentative voice. “And now we’re going to have the bridge. An angel from heaven came out from over the Western Ocean, and said it should be done.”




  The other nodded. Jacob’s metaphor was a little mixed, which is a failing that poets have; but they understood him.




  “The angel came and rolled away the stone. Mary Tregarthen’s going to roll away our stone. No more weeping mothers on the cold hearth-stones now. Where’s Jane Long’s man? Drowned in a squall beaching his boat off Fin Rock. Where’s the fine lad as my Emily was goin’ to marry? Gone down ‘twixt here and Trevose. Where’s a good dozen fine lads, ay, and lassies too, that we can all remember? Lost in the cruel waters as you could fling a cod-line across a’most. And it ain’t going to be so any more. The angel rolled away the stone.”




  The old man repeated the phrase over again. It was reminiscent of an ancient carol chanted at Easter any time the last two centuries, but the metaphor seemed to fit the situation exactly. It was the keystone of the arch of determination. It settled the question so calmly and definitely that Tregarthen burst upon the group in a flaming royal rage.




  “This is flat mutiny,” he exclaimed. “Oh, you are going to have the bridge, because there are strong circumstances against me. But none of that money will come on to this island. Those creatures at Trevose can do as they please. But not one of my men here hires himself to those foreign engineers.”




  Each man there looked calmly from Tregarthen’s angry face to his pipe and then to Bishop. Clearly the man who could make metaphors with such fluency must take the office of spokesman by right.




  “You’re too late, Tregarthen,” he said. “We’ve all volunteered. The Lord has sent this thing to keep the bread in our mouths. But for this Tregarthen would have seen the blackest time I mind in a life of seventy years. We’ve gave in our names and we’re not going to back out of it.”




  [image: ]




  “Nohow and nowise whatever,” Spry said emphatically.




  Then Tregarthen lost his temper. He said things that he lived to repent, things that caused Bishop to wince and flinch without so much as a sign escaping him. And yet no man there showed the slightest feeling, no more than the rocks in the pools below beaten by the creamy flood of the incoming tide. Tregarthen remembered that scene with bitter shame afterwards.




  “You can’t fight all of us,” Johnson suggested.




  “Perhaps not,” Tregarthen said grimly; “but every rood of ground here is mine, and I can deport the whole lot of you from the island. I can scatter you like chaff, I can pull you up like so many trees. And if you defy me I will do so without mercy in my heart. You don’t know me yet.”




  Tregarthen had scored at last. He saw the dynamic thrill that passed through the little group, he saw faces pale under the tan. He could do this thing, he could depopulate the whole island if he chose, and the Parliament of Great Britain had no power to interfere. The keenest of all weapons lay to his hand. How cruel a knife it was Tregarthen knew perfectly well.




  “Could you do this, master?” Bishop asked unsteadily.




  “Ay,” Tregarthen cried, “I could and I will. I’ll have no insurrection here.”




  He moved away, leaving something like mental paralysis behind. The fear of exile was the only thing that troubled these men. To leave Tregarthen! The mind staggered from the contemplation of such a terrible thing. To rise up in a body and fling Tregarthen in the sea had not yet occurred to the greybeards. And yet it was nearer than any one thought. After all, the strongest throne rests on the goodwill of the people. And twenty shillings are as good as a sovereign any day in the week. Those black thoughts, grafted on to patience and forbearance by Tregarthen, were to bear their bitter fruit later.




  Meanwhile he strode homewards in a flamboyant mood, if not a happy one. He knew perfectly well that he had done wrong, therefore it was well for his peace of mind that he suddenly realized himself to be still in evening dress. Also it was borne in upon him that he was hungry. He changed his clothes and went down with a raging appetite to breakfast.




  Mary was there in a cosy, cedar-panelled room leading off the great hall, and breakfast was temptingly displayed. She smiled as she lifted the cover from a dish of kidneys. There was fried ham in another silver dish, the atmosphere was deliciously fragrant with coffee. Theoretically Tregarthen should have had weak tea and porridge or a kipper, like the rest of the islanders, but Mary had declined any such fare. The islanders could do better if they had more strength of mind, she said. She had the money ready when they were ripe to throw off Tregarthen’s yoke, and meanwhile she really saw no logical reason why she should starve herself. Moreover, it would have been exceedingly rude and ungentlemanly for Tregarthen to refuse the breakfast his wife had prepared for him.




  “You have been for a walk,” she said cheerfully. If she had any memory of yesternight, she did not show it in the least. “Sit down.”




  “I am exceedingly hungry,” said Tregarthen. His ill-temper had vanished. It was impossible to be ill-humoured with so cheerful a scene before him. Why, the clear rippling fire alone would have banished such megrims. “And I have been giving Bishop and the rest a piece of my mind. They have actually volunteered to assist in building that precious bridge of yours.”




  “They all have,” Mary said calmly.




  Tregarthen had feared to hear something like this. But the kidneys were delicious and the toast underneath succulent and rich. And, after all, there was one drastic way of ending this budding revolution. Mary was at the bottom of it, of course. Tregarthen wished she had been a little less handsome.




  “I shall manage to get even with the rogues,” he said.




  “Indeed. How do you propose to do that?”




  “I told Bishop and Guy all about it. I let them know that I had no intention of doing anything by force. I let them know that I was quite determined, and I am. As sure as any man puts a hand to the construction of the bridge I shall deport him from the island. And I will.”




  Mary’s face grew grave for a moment. Tregarthen had the power to do this, as she was perfectly aware. She might plead with him and move him, in most things, for she was not unconscious of her growing influence; but here she knew that he would be adamant. The thing was so cruel, so monstrous, that, but for one thing, she would have remonstrated passionately there and then. As it was, she smiled a little sadly.




  “You will not do this thing,” she said. “Interfere as you please, coerce and bully your people, show them how mistaken they have been all these years, help me to show them the way to the light—as you are constantly doing despite yourself. But you are going to exile not one.”




  “Indeed! Who is to prevent me?”




  “I am going to prevent you, Tregarthen. Great as your power is, mine is greater. I do not want to exercise it; but if you persist in this course I shall, I must. I am not speaking boastfully, I am stating a plain fact. Did I not say that you would never marry Ruth Pengelly?”




  “You did. And you did far better for me than that.”




  Mary laughed sweetly. For was not this a compliment, and not a bad one either from a man who was a mere tyro in such courtly matters?




  “Don’t let us quarrel,” she said. “Here is your coffee. Two lumps of sugar or one?”




  XXIV — “THE KING CAN DO NO WRONG”
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  THERE is a certain apple good to look upon that grows on the outskirts of orchards in the green heart of the country. Perhaps it is fate, perhaps it is the cunning farmer who places those apples there, but most marauders—schoolboys—will recognize the species. They are red and round and mellow—three of them will comfortably fill a housecap, but they are unsatisfactory to the palate of a connoisseur. Stolen fruit is proverbially sweet, so that the first gush of juice is highly pleasing. This is followed by a dry, dour, acrid flavour that earns for these apples the title of ‘bitter-sweet!’




  Well, Tregarthen’s apples were all ‘bitter-sweets’ at present. On the one hand he had a peace and order hitherto foreign to his house, he had refinement and luxury and the presence of a beautiful woman. This was where the sweet came in. On the other hand Mary was thwarting and hindering him in every way, and day by day sapping his influence over the island. And the knowledge was bitter. The sure conviction that he must eventually fail was the sourest morsel of all. But the victory was not yet.




  There was something like peace before the storm, but the rumbling of the distant thunder could be distinctly heard. Meanwhile, the sun shone, the sea ran down, and Tregarthen dreamed in a pink and golden glory. Cutress was busy on the mainland, he did not want any of the islanders yet, and Tregarthen had distinctly told them that the first man who handled a spade would be expelled from the island.




  Perhaps this might have been allowed to pass but for a woman. Mrs. Bishop, ‘up to Port Gwynn,’ raged aloud, carrying a child in her arms like the banner of a revolting chief. The child was ill and ailing—but for Mary’s kindness it had gone hard with the little one. Then she turned upon her husband as she had never done before. She was a thin-lipped woman, with a loose mouth, the kind of mouth that speaks of native oratory.




  “And you call yourselves men,” she said. ”Men!”




  “I’ve been one for forty odd years,” Bishop said resignedly, yet not displeased with his own pawky humour. “What’s the matter?”




  “Matter enough, Jacob. Where would two of the children be but for the kindness of the good lady up to the Castle? Tregarthen prates about keeping temptation out of our way when all along we are without bread. And there’s bread, and good bread to be had for the earning yonder. Thousands of pounds coming into the island and no trouble and want for years. Honest work crying aloud to be done, and Tregarthen says nay.”




  “What can we do?” Bishop asked meekly.




  “Get up and do it,” was the fierce reply. “Defy Tregarthen, all of you. Stand up to his face and defy him. He can’t expel us all.”




  Bishop was not so sure about that. Whilst he agreed, like a dutiful husband, with all his wife said, he was dubious as to accepting her methods. He looked around him thoughtfully. He saw the sea coming up like a lance into the heart of the mainland, he saw the terraces where the ferns grew and the maidenhair nodded to the summer breeze, he saw the smoke-cloud over the ingle nook, the blue shining delf on the dusk walls. He had lived here all his life. No ancient family torn from an ancestral home would have felt the parting more than Jacob. It had grown to be a part of him—without the air and the environment he would have drooped and died.




  “‘Twould be rare hard to go,” said he. His voice trembled slightly, his unsteady gaze wandered from the black oak settle to the shining pans over the open grate. “I couldn’t do it, mother.”




  This capitulation faithfully repeated word for word was carried from one end of the island to the other before dusk. Thus is the art of conversation fostered on Tregarthen. Mrs. Jacob Bishop had repeated it in a strident voice outside the cottage to young Mrs. Jackson across the port. And young Mrs. Jackson, foraging a whiting for supper, she being troubled with ‘dyspepsy, my dear,’ had carried it down to the Sanctuary and occupied in the telling nineteen minutes by the clock. Ruth and Naomi had to listen to every word, which they did with the greatest politeness. Some society chatterers I know would do well to go down to Tregarthen and learn the art of listening. Somehow Ruth got it into her head that Jacob Bishop had defied Tregarthen and had been expelled the island.




  She flared out at once in her stormiest manner. She ought to have been up at the Castle, of course, but never a maid in this world had less to do than Ruth so far as Mary was concerned. Mary should know of this at once. And, as ill-luck would have it, on her way to the Castle Ruth met Gervase Tretire. He listened gravely to all she had to say.




  “Tregarthen is mad,” he said. “If he wants to turn the whole island against him, he is going the right way about it. The people are changed since our good lady yonder came amongst us. They want work, and they will have it, my dear. If Bishop goes, if Bishop goes——”




  Gervase paused, lost in the contemplation of such an iniquity. He flashed up to the Castle and demanded to see Tregarthen. The latter was striding up and down the great hall with apparently the weight of its fretted roof on his shoulders. Then voices were raised, and the place boomed with the roar of angry men. Like a white vision, Mary stepped in among them.




  “What is it all about?” she asked. “Tregarthen, what does it all mean?”




  “It means,” Tregarthen said, “that Jacob Bishop has chosen to defy me, and I am going to expel him from the island.”




  “You are going to send him away, the poor man who was born in the cottage where he lives! And all because he desires to earn a few necessary shillings by good honest labour. Tregarthen, I’ll not permit it.”




  “So Tretire says,” Tregarthen replied. His lips were working in a nasty trembling sneer, there was a wild light in his eyes. “I am nobody here since you came. Every clown who knows A from B is to dictate to me. For seven hundred years the voice of a Tregarthen has ruled, and I am not going to go back on the traditions of my race. Bishop shall go, ay, and Tretire too.”




  “This is madness,” Mary murmured, “sheer madness. Tretire is your foster brother; you owe your life to him.”




  “Ay, but he shall go all the same,” Tregarthen said doggedly. “It is he who is the source of all the mischief; it is he who has sowed your pernicious doctrines amongst my people. Bishop shall go, and Tretire shall go, and take Ruth Pengelly with him.”




  Tregarthen swung out of the hall, storming angrily as he went. Tretire looked at Mary, and the anger died out of his eyes.




  “Dear mistress,” he said, “this must be prevented. At any cost this must be prevented. Does he want to murder Jacob Bishop? Better kill him at once than do him this cruel wrong.”




  “I don’t fancy you need have any anxiety,” Mary said quietly. “It is very good of you, Gervase, to think of others to the exclusion of yourself. But Bishop is going to stay here at his cottage.”




  “You can insure this, dear lady?”




  “I can indeed. This is not the time and place to say how. But I pledge you my word that Bishop shall remain in his cottage. Gervase, there is a time of sore trouble coming to me and to one I have begun to care for. The trouble is of my own making, brought about to save still more sorrow and suffering in the future. But it is none the less keen for all that. I shall want friends, I shall want every friend I can find.”




  She looked eagerly towards Tretire, who took her hand and kissed it. Nothing could have been in better taste, nothing more feeling or courtly. Tretire was only a simple fisherman in the garb of the sea, yet he might have been a gallant at the court of a Capet.




  “Always,” he murmured, “always, while I have strength to serve you.”




  Meanwhile, Tregarthen had passed forth over the island with a load of care on his shoulders and a fine black demon of passion lurking in his eye. He had got it in his head, of course, that Bishop was going to defy him. Over the purchase of that historic whiting young Mrs. Jackson had unconsciously embroidered on the story slightly. It had come to Tregarthen in the guise of a challenge flung from the battlements with bridge drawn and portcullis bristling. He crushed the herbage and the sea-pinks under his feet like foes. Bishop was not at home, he was boatbuilding down in the little bay; but Mrs. Bishop was ready. She guessed why the man had come; she was armed for him, and the light of battle was in her eye. The mother of heroes panted for the fray.




  “Come in, Tregarthen,” she said. “I want a word with you.”




  “Where is Bishop?” Tregarthen asked.




  “Jacob Bishop has naught to do with it. A good man is Jacob, but terrible slow. Tregarthen, take that child in your arms. Gently. What does he weigh? Two score pounds, you say. Well, he ought to weigh three. But for your good woman he would be in the little churchyard by this time. This is one of the children who would have died rather than Tregarthen’s pride should bend. Ach!”




  The last word was a war-whoop, the defiance of the Apache, the scream of the tribesman as he comes yelling upon the stockade. Around firesides in the gloaming it is darkly whispered that this fearless creature snapped her fingers in Tregarthen’s face. Personally, he is not sure. He says that he was altogether too frightened and bewildered to remember. Mary avers he came back tempestuously, with marks like those of talons on his cheeks.




  “I beg your pardon,” Tregarthen said faintly.




  “Ah, it’s no time for that,” the irate Amazon went on. “Bishop’s turned agen you, and he’s going to keep turned agen you so long as I’ve got any voice in the matter. A pretty thing if a man can’t earn his honest living in his own way when Providence gives him a chance. Look at that, Tregarthen. Folks call it bread. A beggar would toss it into the gutter. And you’ve come to turn Jacob out because he chooses to have a mind to earn his own and put silver in his pocket. You take and leave Jacob alone.”




  “I came to see him to-day, and——”




  “And you shan’t see him. You shan’t get blustering over him and weakening him. If you go down to the bay I’ll follow you with a pail of dirty water and douse you with it, so mind. This is Jacob’s cottage that he’s paid for in kind over and over again—it ought to be his by this time.”




  “You are a Radical,” Tregarthen said, with a feeble smile.




  “I’m a honest woman, who allows herself to be called no names by nobody,” was the shrill reply. The noise of strife carried down to the bay, and Jacob, behind the shelter of his boat, trembled. “Go away, and don’t come bothering us again. Take yourself off, and try and feel for others instead of wrapping yourself up in sin and selfishness. Lord, if only I had been your mother! If only I had the ordering of your life!”




  She advanced upon Tregarthen fiercely, and he retreated before her. Where was all the force and dignity of the interview, where was the woman cowering and abashed before the Lord Protector of the island? As the child began to cry the woman snatched her up eagerly.




  “Look at that man,” she cried. “Take and look at him. He’s come to turn us out of the cottage, to starve or die for all he cares. He’s come——”




  Tregarthen broke and fled in total disorder. He could not even be said to have retreated, there was no strategic movement to the rear about him. He fairly turned tail and ran away. And whilst he was smarting under the sense of a new humiliation, the victor with her child in her arms was rocking herself to and fro and weeping tempestuously. Jacob came ponderously up the terrace and looked in at the door.




  “Mother,” he asked, “what have you been doing of?”




  “Ruining us all, God help me,” she said. “Letting my tongue run away with the little sense I have left. I’ve done it, Jacob. We shall have to go. Say that you forgive me, father.”




  “All for the best,” said Jacob; “always, it is all for the best.”




  XXV — THE CLOUDS GATHER
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  THE rector came to himself suddenly with an incoherent testimony to the effect that he had been dreaming. He and the Archbishop of Canterbury had been fishing together, they had both simultaneously hooked the big trout below Porth Minor Bridge, and the primate had shied his mitre at the rector in a paroxysm of jealous——




  “There is somebody hammering at the front door,” said Mrs. Guy, with the impatient contempt we all have for a recital of other people’s dreams. The rector groaned. His repeater said it was 1.15 a.m., and common sense said it was an uncommonly cold morning.




  “It’s Ezra James,” said Guy, with a fine sense of prophecy. “Dissolution is close upon him, therefore he needs spiritual consolation. Bar accident, that man will live to be a hundred. I shall not go.”




  “But, my dear Reggie——”




  “My dear girl, you know there’s nothing the matter with James. Why can’t he leave Jeremiah alone? The prophet gets astride of his imagination in the night and rides him into a state of nervous fever. Besides, Ezra is a Wesleyan at present.”




  “No. He’s joined the Bible Christians. He told me so yesterday.”




  “Three different sects in a fortnight! What is to become of the man? But I suppose I shall have to go.”




  So, like the honest gentleman and sincere Christian that he was, the rector arose and went forth at the whim of the man who more than once had pelted him with derisive texts in the highways. In the old days Ezra James would have made a magnificent martyr, a fighting fanatic Christian, with his hand in the flame and white-hot words hammered into prophecies on his lips. To-day he was a turbulent, slightly bibulous blacksmith with a perfect genius for quarrelling with all denominations in turns. The rector shivered as he made his way down to the village, but a certain resentment kept him warm. Still, after all, Ezra might be ill.




  He was nothing of the kind. A bottle (empty) stood by his side, the fierce fighting glare was in the eyes that met those of the rector. Yet there was a weak shifty look in those eyes, too: a craving for revealed religion is a terrible thing for a strong imagination when it is allied to a feeble intellect.




  “I’m glad you’ve come,” he said. “If you turn to the fifth verse of the third chapter of the Book of——”




  “You scoundrel!” the rector cried. “You are not ill at all.”




  “An unworthy servant,” Ezra said piously. “Yet blessed at present with the health that enables me to earn my daily bread——”




  Ezra was suddenly snatched from his seat and shaken till his excellent set of teeth rattled. Only a sense of the humour of the situation saved him from a more condign punishment. Then Guy passed down the village street, shaking internally, and quite restored to good humour. Suddenly out of the purple shadows like a miasma bred of the tar and fish and tan scents a figure rose and stood swaying and panting before the rector, and a voice said—




  “Thank God I have found you!”




  Comus fled into the shadows, and a grim reality clothed the chuckling rector as with a garment. For there was tragedy in the voice, and the figure stood like one beckoning to retribution.




  “Ruth!” the rector cried. “Is that really you?”




  “Nobody else, Mr. Guy. I’ve just pulled in from the island. There will be murder done there before morning unless you come at once.”




  “Of course I will come. If I am in time, Ezra James is forgiven. Whilst you are rowing me across you can tell me all about it.”




  There was not much to tell, but that little was to the point. For the last few weeks a subtle, psychological change had been taking place amongst the islanders. They had smelt liberty in the air, it had taken possession of their senses—in other words, Mary had opened their eyes, and they were beginning to see for themselves. So do we all fall away from our lofty ideals, the old order gives place to the new. Even novelists and eke playwrights have been known to woo the publisher and his cheque-book at the cost of the lofty ideal. Also are there cynics who aver that the world is all the better for it.




  Well, the islanders were beginning to think for themselves. In their blindness they could see no harm in coining the sweat of the brow into shekels. In the prospective bridge they had a glorious opportunity of doing so, and the misguided author of the whole thing had declared that there was dignity and honour in free labour. On the other hand, Tregarthen denounced the whole scheme roundly. He arose in his majestic wrath and cursed it by all his gods. There was something Homeric in his anathema. The lord high cardinal’s little effort at Rheims on an historic occasion was a mere plaint beside it. Yet the islanders listened with apathy, and as in the case of the jackdaw, nobody seemed a penny the worse. A wiser man than Tregarthen would have considered his position, especially knowing that he was utterly powerless to prevent the construction of the bridge. On the contrary, he absolutely forbade the good folk of Tregarthen to have anything to do with it.




  It must be a painful thing for a monarch to be laughed at—far more painful, say, than the spectacle of the Prince of Wales chasing his silk hat along Bond Street on a windy afternoon. As a matter of fact, the ruler of that little toy kingdom took himself as seriously as the greatest fool the house of Capet or Stuart ever produced. And he had been laughed at down by the quay, which is perilously near to being jeered at. And when people jeer at a ruler the business is generally finished, as was the business of Louis of France and Charles of England. The upshot was that Rupert Tregarthen had lost his temper on the quay, had foolishly threatened his followers, and had been pelted with clods all along the way to the Castle.




  The rector listened seriously. There was humour enough in the situation in all conscience, but that side would keep. There were times when Tregarthen gave himself over to headlong passion, and from experience the rector knew that this was one of them. Tregarthen had all the training and instincts of the tyrant, as a matter of fact the island had been governed for seven centuries by tyrants. And now the blessed wave of freedom was coming. Would Tregarthen take his lesson to heart and arise as a man purged and purified? Rather would he be likely to precipitate some dreadful tragedy.




  “You are afraid for your mistress?” Guy asked.




  “Well, she is my mistress,” Ruth said. “Though I never expected to call any woman by that name, I’d die for Mary Tregarthen.”




  “I believe you would, Ruth.”




  Ruth nodded emphatically as she bent over the sculls. They were nearing Tregarthen now, and the booming thud of the surf on the Fin Beck rendered conversation difficult. Overhead blazed a crimson-hearted star, away up in the Castle a solitary lamp gleamed. Ruth shot her boat on over the crisp sand, and the rector tumbled out desperately and without dignity. Ruth’s feet skimmed swiftly over the dead flowers.




  “You say you are afraid for your mistress?” Guy asked again.




  “I am, indeed,” Ruth confessed. “I was with her when Tregarthen came in. There was dirt upon him, and his clothes were torn and stained. Mary Tregarthen sat in the great drawing-room—in white, with scarlet geraniums in her hair. I could see the diamonds on her breast tremble like fire that lives. Is there any one so beautiful in the world, I wonder?”




  “Yes, Ruth. For instance, you are. But go on.”




  “Then Tregarthen came in. His face was like death, his eyes as sullen coals. There was murder in his eyes as there was the night when those North Mannock trawlers came inside the limit and stole our nets. If Tregarthen had caught those men there would have been murder done. If I had not been with Mary Tregarthen to-night he would have killed her. And she loves him.”




  “Ruth, how many times have I warned you against your wild imagination!”




  Ruth caught the speaker by the arm in a grasp that tingled.




  “I tell you she loves him,” she said fiercely. “Do I not love myself, and am I blind to the signs? In a way she has done him harm, and she is sorry for it. Out of sorrow comes repentance and the desire to atone. I tell you Mary Tregarthen has given her heart to her husband.”




  “Let it pass. Did he—did he——”




  “No, Tregarthen is a gentleman. He would have killed her, but he did not strike her. He flared out at her; he said she had disgraced him in the eyes of his people. He said how they had followed him home, pelting him along the way. And some of them fashioned him a crown out of the dead rotten mouldy flowers.”




  “Men who rave like that are seldom dangerous.”




  “I know that, rector. But then, Tregarthen is so different from other men. He is a fine man, utterly spoilt by education and environment. Only drive him hence to get his own living for a year and he would be one for any woman to honour. But he came near to killing his wife to-night. When the first paroxysm of his passion had spent itself I came to you at once. But even now, goodness knows what might have happened in my absence.”




  “Nothing, I trust,” said Guy. “Mary is a woman of fine discrimination. I am sure she would do nothing to anger him.”




  “She behaved splendidly. She was pale with the determination of one who knows her danger; she met his eyes unflinchingly, saying that she had put her hand to the plough and that she could not look back. But after that not a word escaped her lips. I left her over the fire, and Tregarthen pacing up and down the hall like a caged beast. Hark! you can hear him still.”




  They were under the far-flung, purple shadows of the Castle now. The place seemed to be carved from one great block of silence. A silver light gleamed from the mullioned windows, a red light flickered in the hall. And from thence came the measured pulse of tramping footsteps like the wings of the darkness. Backwards and forwards they went, never ceasing, never varying, passionless now, but telling of hard, graven determination of purpose.




  “I don’t like it,” the rector muttered. “I don’t like it at all. For the life of me I can’t see how I am to grapple with this fellow.”




  Ruth flung open the great hall door and entered. The lantern light was blood-red on armour and oak and picture, and on the white set face of the man pacing backwards and forwards there with maddening monotony. He turned in a dull way as if unable to comprehend the intrusion of the strangers. His clothes were still in wild disorder, the clay of the rioters still clung to him like cerements.




  “Ah, the rector,” he said, with loud politeness. “Fetched by Ruth, of course. Am I a child that I should be dosed by a doctor and cosseted by a priest? Am I to be juggled out of my island and made the sport of my own dull slaves——”




  “Tregarthen,” said the rector, prosaically, “don’t make an ass of yourself.”




  He had struck the right note. The banal, adolescent rudeness of it smote Tregarthen like a blow between the eyes. He literally staggered, and the rector, like the accomplished boxer that he was, followed up the advantage.




  “Where is your wife?” he asked.




  “In—in there,” Tregarthen said lamely. “She’s all right. But she’s not going to stay here. She shall not remain in the island.”




  He was working himself up into a blind passion again. But the rector had learnt all he wanted to learn, and Tregarthen could pump himself dry at leisure now. His voice boomed high in the carved rafters.




  “She shall not stay,” he cried. “She shall not remain here. Is a Tregarthen to sit in a woman’s lap and let her plait his hair into braids? Am I to be the stock for the whip that is to lash my fools into rebellion? I tell that woman ‘No.’ Bring the woman forth.”




  A white figure stepped into the hall, a figure with pale set face and blue eyes that shone like sapphires. And as the rector looked upon her he knew that Tregarthen had met his master here. He bowed to Mary; but she did not seem to see him at all.




  “There is no occasion to send,” she said quietly. “The woman is here.”




  XXVI — A BLOW FOR THE DYNASTY
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  IT is generally admitted by historians that if certain rulers had done or had not done certain things, certain other things might or might not have happened, as the case may be. Macaulay, who derived much kudos and fortune from his critical analysis of other people’s failings and misfortunes, might have written tomes to prove that Tregarthen must have benefited ultimately by a strong line of action. But unfortunately the islanders were not Macaulayan students, and they resented Tregarthen’s strong line of action from the first. He ought to have persuaded himself that he really wanted the bridge, that he had advocated it from the first. But the Gladstonian method was beyond Tregarthen.




  Unfortunately, again, Tregarthen had but little grip on the hearts of his people. He was proud of them, he admired them, but he wanted to suffer himself before he could really feel. Now he saw to his amazement that his people wanted this bridge, forgetting the legend connected with it, and the prosperity this legend promised to the island. A clever man has said that the history of France is written in inverted commas. He might also have added that rural England is welded together with the blood and tears that go to the concrete of our legendary lore. Pass a night in any village inn, sit in the ingle nook and hear the bent slaves of the plough and furrow talk, and try to laugh them out of their traditions if you can.




  Thus it was with Tregarthen. The golden wand had touched the sleeping cliffs, and the arch of prosperity would be upon their granite shoulders. And peace and plenty would flow like cold water in arid sand-stricken desolation. The women shouted it to one another as they stood bare-armed in the doorways. Tregarthen smiled sourly as he passed them. What did they matter? But then, Tregarthen knew nothing of Carlyle and the women of the French Revolution.




  As a matter of fact, the women were at the bottom of the whole thing, as they always are, bless them. They talked about the bridge incessantly, they gave new and ingenious twists to the lines of the old prophecy, they could smell the honey, and the milk was warm-sweet in their nostrils. Johnny and Tommy and Isaac and Ezra were brought forth wan and pale, and of their sires was demanded how long they were going to stand that kind of thing. Let them look at little Jacob Bishop, who, under Mary Tregarthen’s care, waxed fat and kicked. If the fathers were men it would be a land of red and smiling children.




  So old Ben and Ebenezer and Jacob pulled at black pipes in the ingle, and thought as they had never thought before. They began to gather on the quay when the wild primrose in the western sky lengthened to the trend of extending days and the promise of a sapphire summer lay on the sea. They talked more and they smoked more, and when Tregarthen’s name was under their tongues they spoke of him with eyes cast downwards. They did not know it, but these men were ripe for rebellion, that foul fruit that blooms and comes to maturity between the ripening and downfall of a November sun. Yet, if these men had been told beforehand that the dragon’s-teeth were no longer phantoms, if they had been told what the eventful March everning was to produce, they had gone home to bed early and bade the housewife cease to clamour. When their blood flamed hot it seemed quite natural. And they were not to blame. When ignorance and education clash it is usually the fault of the latter. And Tregarthen was only half educated at the best.




  The men were on the quay now, with the saffron glow of the sunset on their faces. At their feet the Atlantic came booming in, thrumming and trembling like an Æolian harp smitten by a heavy wind. Tintagel stood knee deep in a purple mist, from landward came the rank smell of the rotting flowers, mingled with tar and pine and the scaly suggestiveness that goes with boats. A score of men were lounging there and no more than eight of them were smoking. When you see a knotted brown and blue tangle of these Norsemen and a moiety of them are not smoking, you may be sure that there is something wrong. Perhaps there is mischief brewing, perhaps there is a great ground sea running and the boats out, or—greatest calamity of all—they have no tobacco.




  And this latter was the evil befallen Tregarthen. It was the proud boast of Tregarthen that his people could suffer every deprivation and be strong. He was quite wrong, because they could not do without their tobacco. Never before had they been asked to do so, even in the worst of times. And they looked at the spot where the bridge was going to be with the bitter reflection that, had Tregarthen not been a blind, headstrong fool, every man would have had a fig of strong twist in his pocket at that moment.




  Jacob Bishop sucked a dry pipe as he had done in silence for an hour. By his side Jackson was filling a fragrant clay. A fringe of weed fired under the shielded match, and a scent warm and grateful filled the air. Bishop’s pride stumbled to its knees.




  “Neighbour,” he said slowly and painfully, “I won’t deny as a pinch would be uncommon welcome. Say a thimbleful, and have done with it.”




  Jackson handed his pouch over manfully. It was a lot to ask a man to do, but to his credit he did it without the quiver of a muscle.




  “Not for any other man on the island,” he said huskily.




  This was at once a declaration and a challenge. It stated a plain fact, and at the same time stalled off any further suggestion of largesse on the part of the audience. Let it be accounted for righteousness to every man there that he nodded in solemn approval. Jacob half filled his pipe and no more.




  “It wasn’t always like this,” Jacob said sententiously.




  A younger spirit looked up from the capstan whereon he was seated. Usually Jim Parson’s word carried little weight, more on account of his paucity of years than anything else, he being under fifty. But he was known as a disciple of Gervase Tretire’s, and he found an echo in every heart there.




  “I’ve given in my name to James Cutress,” he said. “I start on the mainland Monday. No more cold pipes after Monday for me.”




  Four men, hitherto silent, and likely to remain so under ordinary conditions, made a similar declaration. Something like applause followed from the rest of the group—a deep chesty growl accompanied by a stamping of feet. A close observer would have seen that these men were much moved. At the same moment Naomi came from the shelter of a tan-coloured sail.




  “Lord forgive me;” she said, “but if I was a man I would do the same.”




  They welcomed her respectfully, though there was something like a sacrilege in the invasion of the quay head by a woman. A rich pink was on the old woman’s face, a face like her own lacework, overlaid with faint crimson. Her figure was drawn up like one who essays daring things.




  “You are with us, Mother?” Jackson asked.




  “I am bound to be,” Naomi said. “Our gracious lady and Ruth have converted me. And I have broken a promise—a thing I never did before. I have been working at my lace again. Not for myself, O Lord, but for those I love. A lady at Trefarthen gave me twenty pound for the piece. And every penny of it I spent for those who need it on the island. See here.”




  She produced a score of little blue-paper packets neatly tucked in at the ends. Eyes began to gleam and mouths to water. They were two-ounce packets of twist tobacco, enough to last every man there till Monday. Naomi distributed them as a goddess bearing gifts to the Olympians. No word of thanks passed, the impressive ceremony proceeded in a silence worthy of so vast an undertaking.




  “A good woman,” Jacob said presently, “is above rubies.”




  No more was said; indeed, the whole vocabulary of praise had been exhausted in that one high effort. It was felt that Jacob had achieved his masterpiece. Naomi turned away, with the grateful tears in her eyes. From her simple point of view, she had received a favour, not conferred one. Therefore the sight of Tregarthen standing before her with blazing eyes and black brows was a shock. His long fingers were snapping, sure signs that Tregarthen was beside himself.




  “So you have been at your lacework again,” he cried. “Shameless, lying woman.”




  Jacob Bishop stood forward. He was perfectly calm, perfectly resolved to keep his temper, but there were red rivers on his forehead where the hot blood ran.




  “You’re a speaking to a woman, Tregarthen,” he said. “Speaking to a woman like that with a score of friends around, and six feet of water in the quay.”




  There was no mistaking the threat and the growl of approval that followed it. Tregarthen was not absolutely devoid of sense. He shifted his point of attack.




  “Purchased friendship,” he sneered. “Ninepence halfpenny each.”




  “It was sweetly and kindly done,” said Jacob. “A princess could not ha’ done it nicer.”




  It was true, and in his heart of hearts Tregarthen knew it. But that only urged him on to a darker, blacker madness. He was going to show his power over these men—to prove what a strong monarch can do. In reality he was going to play the tyrant on a set of strings worn perilously near to snapping point. He indicated the various blue packets scattered here and there.




  “Throw them into the basin,” he commanded crisply.




  No heed was taken. A score of tanned faces regarded him with calm curiosity. A less angry man would have been disconcerted by those steady glances. He might as well have ordered the booming waves back to the broad Atlantic fields. Twice was the command repeated only to be accepted in the same silence. Tregarthen snatched a pipe from one mouth and flung it with the owner’s blue package far into the basin.
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  He had touched one man at last. With a roar like an angry bull, he rose and glared around him for a weapon. Had there been a sword or revolver handy, Tregarthen might have figured as the centre figure of a real tragedy, something on a level with the deaths of great monarchs, something to give him a niche in the gallery of purple-clad victims of misrule. But that was not to be. The bereft islander found nothing more handy than a huge plaice fresh and shiny from the sea, the red specks gleaming on the brown. With a sweep of his strong arm, he caught Tregarthen fairly on the side of his head and down he went, with a socking smack, on a pile of sails. He might have been a King’s Fool rather than a monarch himself.




  He rose again, furious, smarting, half blind. He bubbled incoherently without reason and without sense. The younger men enjoyed it—to the elder it was no more than a painful and degrading spectacle. Tregarthen never mentions it now, except to declare sadly and sorrowfully that he was mad at that time.




  How did it come about? Nobody knew, nobody can say to this day. Jacob Bishop believes that Tregarthen began a furious onslaught on them all. Certainly a few minutes later Tregarthen was flying up the cliffs pursued by a mob of men who pelted him with clods and sand the whole way. They jeered at him, they used wild language, only a Providence watching over the women restrained the children from joining in the painful demonstration. In plain fact, the island was in revolt, and Tregarthen’s sway was tottering. He did not know, nor would he have believed, that the thought of Mary only saved him from worse indignity. Yet, with all his courage and all his madness, he was glad when the doors of the Castle closed behind him, and he could stand face to face with his wife and revile her insomuch as the foul insult had overtaken him.




  But the Castle doors were closed now and the tumult had died away. The young men turned home, chewing the cud of bitter rather than sweet reflection. The appearance of Tregarthen in apologetic or consolatory mood might have changed the pages of the future, but he was pacing the great hall furiously, with his wrongs in his arms pressed to his burning bosom.




  Bishop lit the pipe which was anything but the calumet of peace on this occasion, and shook his head before the faces of the elders. They were waiting for some condensed philosophy to comfort them, but it was a long time before the sage of Port Gwynn spoke.




  “Friends,” he said, “friends, it’s my opinion as we’ve gone and done it.”




  The thing was settled. They would not go back, so they must go forward. For Jacob had been consulted, and had he not said that they had gone and done it!




  XXVII — THE GREAT SECRET
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  MARY stood like a carved resignation. Siddons might have looked like that; tall, white, statuesque, with something of pity in her melting blue eyes. However near to her death she might have been an hour ago, Guy could see that she was perfectly safe now. He had broken the back of Tregarthen’s passion by a few commonplace words. He could see that there was no longer anything Homeric in Tregarthen’s anger, he was no Curtius ready to jump into the gulf for the great cause.




  Mary stood in the archway, with the panels of oak about her and the great framed picture of Rex Tregarthen, first of his race, over her head. The living fire of the diamonds on her bosom trembled never so slightly. To the rector she advanced with a smile.




  “It was good of you to come,” she said. “But there was no necessity.”




  Tregarthen had commenced his strident echoing march once more. At that moment he was lost in the gloom down the hall.




  “But was there no necessity?” Guy asked.




  “Well, yes. The Tregarthens have dominated their passions as little as their other vices. I heard you tell him—well, you know what I mean. It seemed to break him all up, didn’t it?”




  Guy admitted gravely that such was the fact. He derived no amusement from the scene for a long time afterwards.




  “What can I do for you now?” he asked.




  “Go,” Mary said. “Later on I shall know how to thank you. For the present your greatest kindness is to leave me alone.”




  Guy nodded silently, and withdrew. Mary heard his footsteps echoing along the flagged passages; but she was no longer afraid, the feeling of hopeless desolation had passed. Tregarthen heard nothing beyond the rushing of blood in his ears, but that was running more slowly now and like a mill race when the gates are let down. He paced up and down his cage still, but with shorter strides. Of Mary he took no notice whatever.




  She sat by a quaint carved table in the centre of the hall, a three-branch candelabra on either side. A pool of light lay across the polished oak floor, Tregarthen crossing it over and over again like a shadow. A big brass-inlaid clock ticked ponderously in one corner till it seemed to smite the silence like a hammer.




  Mary will not soon forget that night. The armour, the pictures, the old gleaming oak with its mirrors, glowing moons on the shield of the sky, the glint of priceless things here and there, and, above all, that dark moody figure walking to and fro. She was brave and resolute now, but she had to speak or cry.




  “I shall install the electric light here,” she said.




  The remark was banal and pointless enough, a miracle of inconsequence that any foolish woman might have uttered. Yet it brought Tregarthen up all standing as if a Machiavelli had framed it.




  “What do you mean?” he asked stupidly.




  “Well, it is so gloomy here. Really, you have no idea how well the electric light suits these old homes. I saw one up in Scotland. I shall have all the fittings made of old copper. Sit down.”




  Tregarthen sat down, to his own astonishment. And therefore gave away the one advantage he had possessed.




  “You speak as if the place was your own,” he said.




  Mary smiled. How singularly handsome and distinguished she looked! An artist brought up amongst the most artistic surroundings, Tregarthen had a fine eye for beauty, as his ancestors had before him. All their women had been beautiful, but never more so than the lovely anomaly who smiled into his eyes. There was a queer warm feeling at Tregarthen’s heart.




  “You are doing your best to make it mine,” she said.




  “Indeed! In what way? I am not defeated yet.”




  “No; but you are going to be, my dear Tregarthen. When you say ‘my will is law,’ you forget that you are on the very extreme of Cæsarism. You say there shall be no bridge, but you are wrong.”




  “I admit that much. You have forced my hand there.”




  “If you only knew how you encourage me to proceed! You say your people shall have no part in the undertaking, that they shall not earn the honest money they so sorely need. You are acting with the greatest cruelty towards your people. Tregarthen, this must be stopped.”




  Tregarthen rose again, for there was no longer a smile on Mary’s lips. She spoke in tones of the firmest resolution, spoke sweetly, with the silver in her voice, yet she meant every word. There was something confident, too, in the gentle challenge, an assurance of success that shook Tregarthen. Up to now Mary had accomplished all that she had foreshadowed; had she some weapon yet to hand?




  Tregarthen exploded angrily again.




  “Look at me,” he cried. “Look at my clothing, see the mocking dust upon it!”




  “A sixpenny clothes-brush would remove that in a minute.”




  Tregarthen shook himself like an angry terrier. There is nothing that kills hifalutin like the thing Mary’s fellow-countrymen call ‘horse sense.’ Like Jacob Marley’s ghost, Tregarthen was apt to be flowery. Like Scrooge, Mary detested it.




  “You have no sympathy with me,” the injured monarch growled.




  “Not the least,” Mary replied. “But I am fond enough of you to try and bring you to your senses. I entered upon my present course from a sense of duty. And I am honest enough to admit that I should probably have shirked it had I not liked you, Tregarthen.”




  Again that queer warm feeling at his heart.




  “Do you mean that you love me?” he murmured. “If you do——”




  “Oh, we are not going into that yet,” Mary interrupted swiftly. “I may come to play Phyllis to your Strephon some day. But not till you have made amends to your people for last night’s folly.”




  “Oh, indeed? I am to apologize? I am to come down to dessert and to say that I am sorry for being a bad boy, and that I will never do it again? Look at me. I am covered with foulness from head to foot. I am sore from their treatment of me, me—Tregarthen. And you sit there like a beautiful white fool saying I am to make amends to my people.”




  “Are you sure that they are your people?”




  Tregarthen looked at his wife keenly.




  “You mean that they have thrown off the yoke?” he asked.




  “Not yet, perhaps; but they will. The fever of freedom runs riot in their veins, the disease was bound to come at last. Why do you deny the rights of incipient revolution? There is more treason and sedition openly preached in England in a single hour than in a year elsewhere. Yet nobody cares, nobody heeds. And England is the one free country on the face of the earth. The wise ruler bows to the will of his people, and those people rejoice in their sovereign. If you can’t rule through the heart, you cannot rule at all.”




  Tregarthen nodded, though it was doubtful whether or not he understood the true inwardness of Mary’s wisdom. The time was coming when these words were excoriated upon him in letters of flame.




  “No,” he cried eagerly; “but I can punish them. I can make them repent in sackcloth and ashes and bitterness of the spirit. I can expel them from the island.”




  “What, all of them? Never! Miriam would take the matter up, she would lash you with her pen in every important paper in England. You little know the power that woman can sway. Money would pour in like water. Why, you would be crushed in a week.”




  Tregarthen could not see it. He was ready to defy the House of Commons and the Speaker to boot. He would scoff at the mace as Cromwell had done. Mary laughed aloud for the first time. There was something indiscreet, not to say ludicrous, in the coupling of Tregarthen and the Protector.




  “Oh, you are hopeless,” she cried. “You are like a spoilt boy, and you must have your lesson. Don’t blame me for the thing you have brought about yourself. And believe that I am actuated by the highest motives. Once for all, are you going to give your people the reforms that they demand?”




  Mary had risen now, her face pale and grave. Blind as he was, Tregarthen could see that some crisis was at hand.




  “No,” he said, “they shall be banished, they shall be beaten to their knees. Till that comes I have no mercy on them. I have spoken my final word, so there is an end of it.”




  He thought that he had conquered, for Mary had covered her face with her hands and her whole frame was shaking. When she looked up again her face was grave and steady. She grasped one of the candles in her hand and stepped across the hall to the picture of Rex Tregarthen.




  “See him,” she said. “Read the pedigree of the race inscribed on the gilt panel at the foot of the frame. Read it aloud.”




  Tregarthen proceeded to do so. The inscription was a long one, telling of the dead and gone Dictators from grim old Rex to headstrong, foolish Rupert. The recital was finished at length.




  “Is there not a break somewhere?” Mary asked.




  “Surely. Jasper Tregarthen who fled the island in 1659. He died in America, childless, in 1697.”




  “If he had issue, and that issue could be proved, then his descendants would be rulers of Tregarthen. According to the charter there is no fixity of tenure in the title. If I could prove that I was the lineal last of Jasper’s family, you would have to abdicate your position and hand it over to me despite yourself. You would be no more than one of the First Families and I should be queen here!”




  “Assuredly. A parallel case happened in 1410 in the case of Mathilda Tregarthen, but so long a time had not elapsed since. But what has that to do with the matter?”




  Mary turned and faced him.




  “It has everything to do with it,” she said. “Tregarthen, as I am a Christian woman I am Jasper Tregarthen’s only living descendant. I have proofs that have passed every test. I stand here mistress of these people and you stand there as powerless for good or evil as a mere child.”




  Each single simple word seemed to be beaten into Tregarthen’s brain as silver is beaten, or brass, into the scrolls of some exquisite design. Not for one instant did it occur to him to flout the truth of the statement; indeed, it was impossible to look at Mary and doubt. And she had proofs, too, proofs that nobody could have successfully contested.




  “I am nobody,” Tregarthen said presently. “Why did you not tell me this before?”




  “Tregarthen, I did not design to tell you it at all. Why should I come here and do you this terrible injury? But you forced me to speak, to tell the rude truth for the salvation of these poor islanders. If it is not too late yet, there is no reason even now that they should know. Give them their freedom, let them do as they like, let prosperity have its chance. If you will only do as I ask you!”




  “What, sell myself and all my ideals for an empty place, for a crown of tin, a throne with the bottom out of it! Oh, I shall get used to this presently, I shall come to understand! For the present I am stunned and dazed. But, thank God, you cannot destroy my independence, you cannot take away from me the manhood and the——”




  “Stop. I can do worse things than that.”




  “Indeed! What can you do?”




  “I can banish you from the island as a stone in the path of progress. I can send you forth without a penny to get your own living, shiftless as you are. I can do all this.”




  “Mary, you would never, never commit such—such——”




  “Yes,” said Mary, slowly. “That is exactly what I am going to do.”




  XXVIII — LE ROI EST MORT
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  IN subsequent admissions Mary confessed to fear but three times in her life. The first occasion referred to the prehistoric period of juvenile dentistry, the second to her first proposal, the third and greatest to the declaration of banishment so far as Tregarthen was concerned. There was both fear and sorrow here, regret and remorse, stiffened and steeled by the knowledge that she was acting up to crystal purpose. But the fear was a living, palpitating thing.




  Mary need not have been in the least afraid. She had shot at her tiger, and she had pierced him clean through the heart. He recognized her power, and bowed to it. Then the dread significance of it all came upon him like a flash. Just try and realize what banishment meant to this man.




  It meant the absolute loss of everything that he held most dear. The expatriation of a MacGregor or a Cameron was a mere summer holiday compared to it. Tregarthen was the soil, and the soil was Tregarthen. He had more than once declared that he could not breathe any other air. The boom of the ground-swell and the rock of the surges made the only music to which his ear was attuned. And Mary was going to deprive him of all this. He never questioned her power to do so, he never asked for proofs. For, you see, the man was a gentleman, and a lie to him was a mere intangible form. The new head of Tregarthen had formulated a stern decree, and it was his only to obey. He felt strangely like a little child confessing to a mother.




  “Why do you do this thing?” he asked gently.




  “If I tell you you will not understand,” said Mary, “at least, not yet. That will all come in time—when you have suffered and learnt things for yourself. And you are going to suffer, my poor Tregarthen. What a fortunate thing it is that you are a man of simple tastes and habits!”




  “Go on. If you pity me I shall do you a mischief. Go on.”




  “Really, I have very little to say. I am doing this thing because you are my husband. Under ordinary circumstances we shall be together for thirty years. Under the present conditions that would be intolerable. The mere thought of it is maddening. So you have got to go out into the world to suffer and to learn the great lesson that comes to us all in time. You will learn that work is noble, you will learn to toil for your daily bread—learn that a man can fight for his daily crust and believe in Christ at the same time. You will see people who have nothing to sacrifice, yet are making noble sacrifices; you will come back to me with shamed, widely-opened eyes, and together we will make Tregarthen blossom like a rose. Only come back to me soon, Tregarthen, for, strange as it may seem, I love you, my husband.”




  Mary spoke above her usual voice, her tones were clear and sweet, and her words came rapidly and from her heart. She stood there like a beautiful inspired prophetess, something beyond the grasp of man. A proud sense of possession, an unutterable sense of loss filled Tregarthen at the same time.




  “Heavens!” he cried, “is it possible?”




  “It is true,” said Mary. “Ah, there are many, many things that you do not understand, Tregarthen, and the heart of a woman is one of them. Still, you may stay if you please. It is not too late.”




  “I am going,” Tregarthen said slowly. “You will never see me again; you will never bring me round to your views. But if ever my eyes are opened, and I see as you, then will I come back and ask for forgiveness.”




  This was final, and Mary recognized the fact. Both turned from one another simultaneously, Tregarthen towards the chapel, and Mary in the direction of her rooms. There she lay down and slept uneasily till morning. She passed through the chapel after she had dressed, and Tregarthen was still there. There were grey and white and black monuments to dead and gone Tregarthens, crowned with golden legends testifying to their ripe virtues; a pale sun filtered through the stained glass and rested upon carved rafters, beams and angels wrought cunningly in stone. Beyond the floating dust Mary could see Tregarthen kneeling before the altar.




  A feeling of utter loneliness came over her. She must have cheerful society and that at once, not the society of Ruth or Naomi, but something more modern and spontaneous. Mary caught herself wondering if she could be always happy on Tregarthen. At any rate she was hungering for Miriam and the others now.




  She fled out into the open. She saw a plunging, sullen, leaden sea with a ragged foam tearing like white teeth at the forefeet of Tintagel; she saw a thin cloudwrack with a threat of snow in it racing over a sickly sun. Jacob Bishop was coming over towards the old quay.




  “Take me across, Jacob,” she said. “I am going to Trevose.”




  She got there just as the rector’s guests were sitting down to luncheon. How sweet and refined and homelike it all looked; the brown walls, the pictures, the flowers artistically arranged, the shadow of the Norman tower beyond. As the tears rushed into Mary’s eyes she became conscious of her hunger.




  “Here is a salmon and an early cucumber,” Guy said. “Also new potatoes grown in my forcing house. Have you young people been quarrelling?”




  Mary explained. She told the whole story with candour. Everybody, save Miriam, was profoundly impressed. Rarely had a story-teller a more flatteringly silent audience. Maud Barry was tearfully sympathetic.




  “I am afraid Tregarthen will be terribly upset,” Mrs. Guy said.




  “Sure and he won’t be upset at all,” Maud cried. “I have seen the same thing many and many a time in Ireland—the family on the roadside, and the father with the grey face of him set and simple. ‘Twill just break his heart.”




  “Very likely,” the rector said, with some indifference. “My heart was broken when I had to sacrifice my career, but that does not prevent my feeling personally affronted if I am offered anything but meal-fed bacon for breakfast. Mary has done a very sensible thing.”




  “A pity these sensible things always hurt so,” Mary said unsteadily. “I wish I was not quite so fond of the man.”




  Maud’s lovely eyes rounded; the exquisitely tender beauty of her face was almost a reproach to Mary.




  “You mean that you love him?” Maud said.




  “Well, yes,” Mary confessed, with the red roses flying. “Did you ever love a man?”




  It was Maud’s turn to rival the clear crimson of the other’s cheeks; but she turned it off with a laugh that ended in a half sigh.




  “I’ll go and see him,” she said.




  “You’ll do nothing of the kind,” Guy said crisply. “Do you think that I am going to find salmon and cucumber at this time of the year for wild Irish girls who are as tactless as they are beautiful? And if I can say any more than that, tell me, and I will say it.”




  “You cannot possibly do any good,” Miriam remarked. “Maud, you are illogical.”




  “Is it possible for an Irish man or woman to be logical?” Guy put in.




  “We never have been, and we never shall be,” Maud said defiantly.




  “And therein lies one of the chief charms of your race,” Miriam resumed. “Now, what do you regard Tregarthen as being? An evicted tenant——”




  “A man turned out of his home, Miriam. If Mary was in Ireland I should lead a crusade against her on the spot.”




  “For doing what? Getting rid of a man who has boldly declared that he meant to evict every tenant on Tregarthen? If he had not been rendered powerless you would have seen the most terrible distress and misery on the island. And there would have been a crusade ready to your hand then.”




  “Ay,” Maud cried. “The tyrant should have had his lesson at my hand. He should have knelt at the feet of his peasantry and howled for mercy. And, if it’s not a rude question, what are you all laughing at?”




  She answered the question by bursting into a merry peal herself as the absurdity of the position dawned upon her. As a matter of fact, any mirth there was at the table was a little forced; they were driven back presently on the weather. It had grown colder, and ever and again a thin powder of snow smote the window-panes. A big wood fire roared up the open grate.




  “If I were in the States,” Miriam said presently, “I should calculate on a blizzard. Is it going to be bad, doctor?”




  Julien came in unannounced as usual. He dropped into the vacant place at table, where he was greeted with effusion by all but Maud, who was shy and silent.




  “I am afraid it is,” he said. “They have had two feet of snow in Devonshire and further north. We had a time here in ‘94—hardly enough to eat. We were at our last gasp when they came to us from Wadebridge. And the Wednesday the storm commenced was just such another day as this. I was precious glad to finish my outlying rounds to-day.”




  By four o’clock it was snowing in earnest, a fine dry powder carried along on the breast of the east wind. Patches were flung upon the uplands, whilst here and there the ground was clean and bare. Mary rose and huddled her furs about her.




  “Nay, I must go,” she said. “Bishop is waiting for me, and, with this east wind, there will be no sea on. I must get back to my people before it gets worse.”




  She went at length, and went alone, refusing the rector’s escort. Miriam and Mrs. Guy had gone to the drawing-room, the other two were discussing politics furiously, and Maud was getting the worst of it.




  The Castle was reached at length, the great log fire in the hall glowed cheerfully. Outside the moving gale smote the windows. It is only once in a decade or so that the white phantoms fall upon Cornwall, but when the blizzard comes there it comes with bare teeth and the blackness of the night in its throat. Ruth came in presently from the Sanctuary with the grey powder in her hair.




  “Wild night that will be wilder,” she said. “Mistress, what have you done to Tregarthen? When I went out hours ago he was kneeling in the chapel; when I came back he was there still. When I asked if he was ill he drove me away fiercely, with a face as white as all outside. Is it the same quarrel?”




  “To-morrow,” Mary said wearily, “to-morrow I will tell you everything. I am too tired and worn out to say anything at present.”




  Dinner came and dinner passed, but no Tregarthen. Mary lay back in her chair and slept dreamlessly. The gale had risen to the full force of its passion; the snow lay deep in the valley. There was a keenness in the air that cut like a knife. It was past twelve o’clock when Mary awoke to the knowledge of the white war outside and that Tregarthen was not here. Was he still starving in the chapel?




  He was not in his room, he was nowhere to be seen. In her own room Ruth lay on her bed still dressed but fast asleep. Desirous of company as she was, Mary refrained from waking her. Surely it was not possible that Tregarthen had gone off into the white whirling horror of such a night!




  With her furs drawn close, Mary opened the big door. The force of the gale smote her in the face like a blow, in one instant she was covered from head to foot. The bitter wind chilled her blood, it was only after a struggle that she managed to close the oaken barrier again. There was a roar and a rumbling in the chimneys, a sharp switching against the painted casements. A dreadful night, an awful night, with peril on land and death on sea.




  But where was Tregarthen? Not in the chapel, for his place there was vacant. In an absent kind of way Mary walked up the aisle to the altar, where some time before she had seen Tregarthen kneeling. On the fair white cloth lay a paper with a few words scratched in pencil on it.




  “I have gone; I shall never trouble you more. Good-bye. Let it be between you and your God how you deal with my people.”




  Only this and nothing more. One long, breathless pause and Mary fled to the room where Ruth was sleeping. She shook the girl with passionate force till her splendid eyes were opened curiously.




  “Mistress,” Ruth said, “what is the matter?”




  “Tregarthen has gone,” Mary cried. “Gone off in the storm. Raise the house, call Gervase Tretire, do something to save me from the crime of murder to-night. For if Tregarthen dies, as sure as there is a heaven above me, I shall have killed him.”




  She grasped the silken bell-pull and tore at it passionately. And the wind and the storm outside mocked her hideously.




  XXIX — WHITE WINGS
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  MARY’S words rang clear to the roof. She spoke with an abandonment of despair that fairly touched Ruth. She would not have given this usually cool, self-possessed beauty credit for so much passionate feeling.




  But Mary was rocked by a great grief now, moved with the mistaken consciousness that if Tregarthen perished his death would lie against her evermore.




  She raged up and down the room much as Tregarthen might have done, her face was all broken up with a deluge of conflicting emotions. That Tregarthen had done an exceedingly foolish and dangerous thing never occurred to her for a moment. He had gone off amongst the white graves of the night and she would follow him and die by his side if the Lord willed. Nor did she know that she was saying all these wild things aloud, until Ruth caught her and forced her with a gentle strength into a chair. Struggle as she would, Mary was absolutely powerless in that grasp.




  “You must let me go,” she cried. “I must follow him. I drove him to this. Every crash of snow on the windows is a sharp pain in my heart.”




  “You will do nothing of the kind,” Ruth said. “Tregarthen need not have gone.”




  “My dear Ruth, I turned him out.”




  “You turned Tregarthen out of his own house! This is madness.”




  “Madness, yes. And I thought there was method in it. Listen.”




  Mary explained almost in a breath. Ruth listened without astonishment. Nothing could amaze her that Mary said or did. Then there was a knock at the door, and Gervase Tretire entered. A big pilot coat was about him, his face hidden under an oilskin sou’wester.




  “I’ll go and look for him, and, what’s more, I shall find him,” he said presently. “There’s no cause for fear. Tregarthen could find his way from one end of the island to the other blindfold. A bitter night, and bitter days to follow. I must get on to Wadebridge if possible.”




  “Don’t try it, Gervase,” Ruth cried. “Don’t try it.”




  Gervase nodded resolutely; both knew the danger. It had happened thus three years before, when Tregarthen island and Trevose were cut off from the world and stood for three days face to face with absolute starvation. Then along the seven weary miles of hill and dale, cutting, and open moor, Tretire alone had thrashed his dogged way into Wadebridge and saved the lives of them all. Once he had lain down to die, once he had stumbled into a deep drift and broken a collar bone. But the grinding pain kept him conscious, and he had fought into safety at last. But to this day Tretire never cares to think of that forty hours’ tramp, that usually takes about twice as many minutes. Other people talk about it, and they will, so long as Trevose remains.




  “I’ll have to go,” he said. “I’ve done it before and I can do it again. It’s bad outside now, but there’s worse to follow.”




  “You’ll find Tregarthen?” Mary asked imploringly.




  “If he is to be found, yes, mistress. I’ll go now.”




  He turned away resolutely, Ruth’s eyes following him with tears unshed. She dashed them proudly away.




  “There goes a man,” she cried, “a man who takes his life in both hands to save the body of a fool. Put either of us down to-night a hundred paces from the Castle and I wouldn’t give a catch of mackerel for our chances. Gervase knows the danger, and yet he goes.”




  Tretire closed the great oaken door behind him and plunged into the night. The icy blast caught him on the chest like a blow. The grey squadron, horsed by the gale, smote him until he was forced to hold his head down and wipe his smarting eyes. There was no roar of the sea to-night, for the easterly gale was off shore and kept the waves down. The fine dry powder tinkled on his oilskin cap like a long discharge of small shot. Just for a moment he was utterly dazed, the transformation was so painfully sudden.




  He stopped for a moment to recover his scattered senses. It was so dreadfully, shudderingly dark that the warm picture of the Castle hall, with its blazing fire, polished oak and armour, was still sharply defined before his eyes. He knew every inch of the ground there, and yet, for the life of him, he could not recall the path to the quay. Even when his eyes became attuned to the darkness, huge piles of drift here and there seemed to have changed the very formation of the soil.




  Presently it came to him, the knowledge of his position returned. With his eyes shut he progressed fairly well, but directly he tried to see confusion came down on him. A less strong and resolute man would have abandoned the task in sheer despair. But then, Gervase Tretire was far from being an ordinary man.




  He knew the whole story now, and he felt assured that Tregarthen would fly from the island. He had had a good start, and could easily have crossed over to the mainland before the fury of the gale shut down on a shuddering world. Even now the passage of the channel was possible. Gervase felt rather than knew that he was nearing the quay. But he did not dream that he had been over an hour getting the better of six hundred yards; all the same he had. He could hear the swish of the sea now. He staggered on against something moving, something that clung to him and demanded in the name of Heaven to know where he was. Gervase recognized the voice.




  “What are you doing here, Jackson?” he yelled. It was no use to speak quietly.




  “I don’t know,” Jackson replied. “I was fearsome for my boat, and I came down. But the boat was gone, so I came back. I ought to be close to home, but I might be out o’ Cornwall altogether for all I know.”




  Gervase explained the position; but Jackson clung to him, and prayed to be guided back to his cottage. There was deadly fear in every note of the deep voice, the voice that always sounded the cheeriest when there was work to be done and the lifeboat was battling for souls in peril on the sea. Gervase piloted him to the cottage as if he had been a little child.




  Jackson paused breathlessly, with his hand on the latch of his cottage door.




  “I shouldn’t ha’ so much feared but for the wife and young ones,” he said. “Come in, lad, it isn’t safe to be out-o’-doors.”




  But Gervase had already turned away. Jackson had unwittingly given him certain information as to Tregarthen’s movements. With the wind in its present quarter the boats were perfectly safe, and therefore, if Jackson’s craft was missing, somebody must have taken it. Nobody would have done so on a night like this but Tregarthen. Therefore Tregarthen must have crossed over to the mainland not so very long before. A few minutes later and Gervase was following. There was not so much danger here, for he knew every ripple and current, he could calculate his position to a nicety, and presently he made Trevose harbour in safety. But he was chilled to the bone and sorely tempted to seek a little warmth behind the red gleaming lights he could see dotted all up the hillside. With head bent, he pressed on resolutely.




  Tregarthen would have to clear the village, he knew that. Therefore there was no chance of finding him until the Rectory was passed. Within the next two hours Gervase was two miles along the Wadebridge road. No other man in Cornwall could have done anything of the kind.




  He was half dead with cold by this time, and full of the bitter consciousness that he was going to fail. For death he cared nothing; but it was hard to leave Ruth and all the sweets that life held for him. If only the fury of the gale would slacken a bit, if only that stinging white desolation would cease! A branch of a tree, swayed by the wind, smote him fairly on the face, and he dropped to his knees like a bullock.




  “Lord help me, I am going to faint,” he muttered. “Once down, I am done for.”




  He opened his mouth, and yelled for help with the full force of his oaken lungs. Then he dropped over sideways and fell to dreaming that he was seated by a fireside with the woodsparks pricking on his cheek. When he opened his eyes again, surely he was by a fireside, and there opposite him was the very man of whom he was in search—Rupert Tregarthen!




  The wild whiteness had gone from his face, the hard gleam from his eyes. He nodded with a certain assumed carelessness to Gervase.




  “A nasty blow in the face,” he said; “but your oilskin saved you. That bough nearly killed you; but the bough happened to be hanging over the cottage, and I heard you yell. You fell on the doorstep. I shouldn’t wonder if you had come to look for me, Gervase.”




  “One fool makes many,” Gervase said pointedly.




  “Ah, I am right. Do you know anything, friend?”




  “I know that the grey mare is the better horse of the two.”




  “Well, perhaps you are as well to be guarded. The people who belong to this cottage have all migrated to Trevose for the bridge building. I got here just as the storm was at its worst, and here I am. Gervase, this is a serious matter.”




  Gervase nodded. He had not all his senses yet, but he was not blind to the fact that some great change had come over Tregarthen. The latter stirred the fire till the crocus blue-and-yellow sparks danced again. Outside the gale was blowing with a fury that rendered conversation difficult.




  “You mean about Trevose and Tregarthen?” Tretire asked.




  “Of course I do. The bridge has brought four hundred strange men there. How are they going to be fed unless we get to Wadebridge? You and I must fight our way there as soon as day dawns. Our lives are too valuable to others to be risked before then. If one of us perishes by the way, then the other may reach the goal.”




  All this Tregarthen said quietly, with his eyes fixed upon the blazing logs. He seemed so different, so gentle, so thoughtful for the others that Gervase could only gaze at him with mild amazement.




  “What’s come over you to-night?” he asked bluntly.




  It was some time before Tregarthen replied.




  “I have been very near to death for one thing,” he said. “When I reached here I was utterly exhausted. Had I fallen in the snow I should have perished. And as I fought my way here many thoughts came to me. But I am not going back to Tregarthen.”




  He flashed out the last words with all the old defiance. Gervase was discreet enough not to contest the point. There was a long tempestuous silence before Tregarthen spoke again.




  “My wife says that I am utterly wrong,” he said tentatively.




  Gervase took up the challenge at once, as Tregarthen expected.




  “She says truly. Never a greater fool than Rupert Tregarthen was ever born. And you’ll come to see it; you’ll come back for pardon, on your knees. And the woman who loves you drove you away because she preferred that the one should suffer for the many.”




  “My wife loves me! Did she tell you so?”




  “Tell me so!” Gervase echoed, with fine scorn. “There’s no need. There’s a heart to me and a heart to Ruth, and through the light of our hearts we can read the hearts of others. Some day you’ll know. Come back to Tregarthen with me. Make your peace and be happy.”




  Tregarthen’s face was still turned to the glowing logs so that Gervase could not see the strange light leaping in his eyes. In a vague way Tregarthen was wondering why he felt so happy.




  “There is stern work before us,” he said, “and it must be done before we see Tregarthen—if ever we do see it again. Gervase, how can you dwell upon such matters, knowing what is before us? I am ashamed of you.”




  “Then we’re quits,” Tretire growled. “Suppose we get to Wadebridge? What then?”




  “Why, then you return—alone. I have work to do.”




  “What work can you have to do?”




  Tregarthen rose and paced the room with long strides.




  “To see the world,” he cried. “To learn things for myself. Gervase, I will tell you something, but you must not repeat it again in Tregarthen. I have come to the conclusion that it is just possible for you to be right and me to be wrong. And if I am wrong, why, why——But I am not coming back to Tregarthen.”
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  A FAIR smiling heaven above, white desolation below. Here was the sun shining as it might have done on the vale of Cachmire, upon the pregnant buds of Bendemeer’s stream—a grim mockery floating upon a still, frosty air. Out of the blinding pall the Castle stood stark and brown, away over a plunging leaden sea Tintagel sat dark and brooding. The clamour of the silence smote on Mary’s ears painfully. It was all so patently, horribly still.




  Right as far as the eyes could reach the white walls extended. Was this Tregarthen the smiling? Mary wondered, as she stood on the Castle tower. Could it be possible that here, only a few fleeting gossamer days since, she had caught the fragrance of the violet and jonquil over the saffron sheets of daffodils bending from the Atlantic breeze? She tried to think of deep woods, of trembling green ferns washed with dew, of the autumn gold smitten into the covert side, of the flaming profligacy of a September hedgerow, but the snow seemed to have numbed her brain. There was a pain at her heart as she thought of Tregarthen and Tretire.




  For the rest she saw no danger, she did not realize what the storm meant as yet. In America people are prepared for these things; they have their stores and depots, their powerful steam ploughs by which they make light of the blizzard. Not for one moment did Mary realize that Trevose and Tregarthen were cut off from the world, and that all the horrors of famine stared them in the face. And there were four hundred extra mouths to feed in Trevose.




  Presently human forms began to appear here and there, men who called to one another in the Titanic tones that the snow-blanketed earth seems to develop. Even a whisper sounded loud and harsh and fearful. With a strong glass Mary could see gangs of men at work in Trevose and up the slopes of the hillside. And it was cold, chilling to the very marrow of the bones. So much for the tender English April that Elizabethan poets and other playful humorists had made familiar to Mary. The whole thing filled her with a deep sadness.




  Presently it was possible to get outside, for paths had been cut here and there in the white billows. Mary found her people grave and silent.




  It was from Jackson that she learnt the true nature of the catastrophe. If Tretire failed to reach Wadebridge it would go hard with them indeed. In 1804 Tregarthen had suffered a week’s famine, and forty people had perished.




  “An’ the rest was like ghosts,” Jackson concluded. “Couldn’t walk, I’ve heard my old grandfather say.”




  “I think,” Mary said quietly, “I’ll try and see the rector.”




  She managed to get across presently and so up the cliff path that serves Trevose instead of a road. All round the Rectory the earth was bare and black, but half the house was buried so that there were lamps in the drawing-room and dining-room. Guy hailed Mary from the old pigeon loft where his homers were kept.




  “Well, you are pretty plucky,” he cried.




  “It was necessity,” Mary replied. “Old Jackson has been telling me terrible tales of famine and disaster after snow here.”




  She came up the ladder into the old pigeon loft, a tumbledown place in itself, but filled with carved oak beyond price. The beautiful birds plumed and strutted there, walking like young soldiers proudly on parade. One of these birds fluttered on to Mary’s shoulder and stayed there.




  “Pretty creature,” she said. “They seem none the worse. Is this a valuable bird?”




  “Will be,” Guy explained. “It isn’t mine, but belongs to Preston of St. Osyth Vicarage, near Wadebridge. He has some of my birds and I have some of his. My bishop says this pigeon-flying business is immoral.”




  “Immoral! It is decidedly interesting.”




  “Anyway, there is a good deal that is shady connected with it. Remember how pigeons sapped the morals of Rob the Grinder. Preston and I fell into the shady practice when we were at Oxford together. I lured the bishop in here the last time he was over, but he declined to do more than admire the oak panels.”




  Mary said nothing, for she was wondering. Doubtless by this time Tretire was fighting his way to Wadebridge, if he was still alive. Mary explained to the rector all that had happened the previous day.




  “I feel like a murderess,” she said. “First Tregarthen and now Tretire. And I drove them both to the death. You may shake your head, you may bring a thousand sophistries to prove that I am wrong. But the fact remains. If either of these men die I shall never know a moment’s happiness again. I may be wrong, but I have an idea that Tretire has gone to Wadebridge.”




  “Towards Wadebridge,” Guy said grimly.




  “Well, you know what I mean. Tregarthen would make the same direction. I have proof that he crossed over from the island. My dear friend, could you not send a message to St. Osyth by that bird and get a reply?”




  Guy patted Mary’s shoulder approvingly. Nothing but a rigid sense of the proprieties restrained him from slapping her on the back.




  “I dodder, I am growing senile,” he said. “A message detailing our gruesome plight shall be sent and inquiries for the wanderers made. Before nightfall I expect we shall have some kind of reply.”




  Mrs. Guy and her two guests were sitting round the dining-room fire. Miriam was coiled up in the ingle nook with her slippers on the hammered brass dogs. In her own words, Miriam ‘froze on to anything old.’ They greeted Mary with loud approbation.




  “Now I have got you I am going to keep you,” Mrs. Guy said.




  But Mary demurred. She had her people to think of; but she compromised. For the present she would sleep at the Rectory so long as she had the untangled freedom of her days. And the more they talked over the matter of the blizzard, the more serious did the future seem. Mary flared out angrily——




  “Are these people utterly improvident and blind?” she said.




  The rector met the full gleam of her blue eyes almost apologetically. Mary repeated her question with Olympian fire.




  “I beg your pardon,” Guy said. “I was calculating how many people we could feed for a week on potatoes. These people are improvident in a sense. They are possessed of a fierce, almost hysterical Puritan spirit that prevents them from doing things. This vein renders them as fatalistic as a Turk. In some respects they resemble the Scotch. ‘It is, and it will be, and the Lord hath ordered it.’ There you have the whole policy in a nutshell. In vain have I pointed out the immorality and the wickedness of this tendency. They rely entirely on their Maker with a selfishness that is absolutely colossal. Mind you, they have not the remotest idea that they are selfish, that they are as criminal and foolish in this respect as the old man who prayed Jupiter to aid him without putting out a hand to aid himself. A man here who prepares for a contingency is showing a want of faith in his God. Ah, how I hammered my head and bruised my flesh against the walls of complacent fanatic tenets when I came here first. But they will never learn. They will perish by the wayside for want of common prudence, and cry out, ‘The Lord’s will be done.’”




  The rector raved up and down the room, with the burning words pouring from his lips. The great kindly gentleman was gone, the man of whom great things had been prophesied stood there instead. Here was an ally after Mary’s own heart. Miriam’s eyes were glistening and her mouth quivered. Maud burst into stormy applause.




  “My people over again,” she cried. “Only they laugh at misfortune whilst these frown. Mary, my dear, what are you going to do about it?”




  Mary had not the remotest idea, and admitted the fact freely. Not for the first time in her life she realized that here was a rock that the golden rod could not touch.




  “We can only divide the provisions and wait for aid,” she said.




  But she could not sit there, with her hands before her, blinking at the fire. The shadow of a crime—for crime she deemed it—hung heavy on her conscience. She felt that she must be doing something if only walking about the village. And the rector, shrewd, kindly soul that he was, saw this, and proposed a walk to Trevose. The others rose at once; but Guy objected to a crowd. He felt sure that Mary did not desire it, and she looked towards him gratefully.




  Down in the village the imported labour was clearing the snow away. A group of Trevose fishermen, with Challen and Hawkes, were looking on. Toil like that was a fearful and wonderful thing to them. Men who walked upright, toiling like slaves at the bidding of a none too sweet-tongued ‘ganger,’ struck them dumb with a pitiful amazement. From prehistoric times no human being in Trevose had ever been in a hurry.




  “How refreshing,” said Mary. “I love to see big strong men at work. They are doing something. I feel like taking a hand myself.”




  “What’s the good?” Hawkes asked, with slow contempt. “The Lord smites us, and the Lord cherishes us, just as He’s a mind. That’s my faith.”




  A laggard approval followed. Challen supplemented this trashy philosophy with something equally profound and meaningless. Like Jack Bunsby, he was given to loud-sounding phrases odorous of obscurity.




  “To my belief it’s the bridge,” said another of the group. “You be all for it, even Challen and Hawkes, as should know better. No good can come to Trevose from the hand of man without the blessing of the Lord. An’ He ain’t blessed the bridge. I couldn’t sleep last night for the gale, so I opened the Book. And what did I find, same as if I’d been inspired, in the fourteenth chapter——”




  Guy was upon him like a flash. He had seen more than one promising enterprise here damned by crass ignorance with a quotation from Holy Writ. The speaker was a fanatic, a wallower in ignorance.




  “Not another word,” Guy cried. “Who are you, James Pascoe, that you should dare to put your opinions before such as Hawkes and Challen?”




  The two great men smiled as Pascoe slunk sullenly away. It seemed to them that the rector had stated their position with a nicety and precision beyond all praise. From an intellectual point of view they had hitherto underrated him.




  “That was a good word, Parson,” Challen said, with ponderous approval. “You stay to Trevose with us, and we’ll make something of you yet.”




  “Just possible,” Guy said meekly. “We haven’t all gigantic intellects, but we try to do our best. Keep an eye upon me, Challen, and get Hawkes to do the same. I may be a credit to you yet.”




  The ponderous twain smiled benignly, and Guy passed on.




  “What were you afraid of?” asked Mary. “For you were afraid.”




  “Of Pascoe. You don’t understand these people. A dexterously twisted text, in face of this trouble, might easily pull your proposed bridge about your ears. That is why I had to play off those two good-natured old asses against Pascoe. Come along, and let us see what we can do on the island.”




  It was a hard day’s work, but Mary threw herself into it heart and soul. She was a born administrator, and she had a congenial spirit in the rector. Long before nightfall a system of provisioning the island, so far as supplies went, was perfected. Mary felt almost happy as she toiled up Trevose hill by Guy’s side. The sun was going down like amber in the west, a soft beating of wings was heard overhead. The rector stopped and whistled softly. Then a pigeon lighted on the loft and preened his feathers, as young birds will.




  Mary anxiously watched the bird strut into the loft. There was no need for the rector to tell her what that messenger represented. He came fluttering through the gloom as the rector called, and a small scroll was detached from his leg. With a gesture and a grip at her throat Mary signified him to read.




  “It’s all right,” he said. “Tregarthen and Tretire both arrived in Wadebridge an hour ago, greatly exhausted, but otherwise well. There is not much snow to the south, and they will send to us as soon as possible. But we shall be hard pressed for it before provisions arrive.”




  Mary caught at the world that seemed to be swaying away from her, and beat at the mist before her eyes. Then the swaying globe grew steady, and she took the pigeon to her eager breast and kissed its soft eyes.
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  “God bless you,” she murmured. “The dove to the ark was no more welcome. Pretty bird, you have flown away with all my misery.”




  For a long time the rector was busy doing nothing, with painful exactitude. For Mary was crying quietly, and the good parson had resolutely made up his mind to know nothing of the fact.
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  TREGARTHEN awoke cold, and shivering, with the grey of the dawn heavy on his eyes. On the floor by his side Tretire lay like a dead man. A heap of dun ashes powdered the hearth; the cold was piercing. But there was wood and to spare piled up in the ingle. So, with his own hands, Tregarthen built up a cheerful blaze again. There were no bellows, and he was fain to rely upon his own lung power, with disastrous results so far as facial cleanliness was concerned. But there was no glass for the deposed monarch to scan his features in, so that resigned dignity of visage and wood smuts passed together, and the humour of the situation was lost.




  After all, it was grim humour. These two men were in the direst peril of starvation. They were three miles from anywhere, and off the main road. One of Fenimore Cooper’s scouts would have been unable to keep to his tracks in a blizzard.




  They would not be missed until it was too late, and they had the alternative of fighting through to Wadebridge over four miles of drift and hidden hedges and pitfalls beyond belief. They might get there; but if they failed to do so before dark, all would be over. Once they failed, it would be over with Trevose and Tregarthen also. Perhaps at the end of a week Wadebridge would awake to the fact that nobody had heard of Trevose lately, when perhaps a relief party would be despatched. At the end of that week Trevose would be a place too horrible for description. Nothing so horrible in the British Isles since the Irish Potato Famine. All this sounds impossible to polite ears within the region of the London daily papers; but ask the islanders near Orkney and Shetland, and the like, what their opinion is on the matter!




  In the way of food the house contained nothing. Presently Tretire awoke raging. He had forgotten that he was not alone, and there were words to his tongue that he had no mind for any man to hear. There was only one thing for it—to fall foul of Tregarthen and abuse him.




  “This is all your doing,” he said truculently.




  “What, the snow and the frost and the gale?” asked Tregarthen.




  “Not that, but the starvation that follows it. But for you Tregarthen would have lain snug and warm and sleek till the Lord sent the south wind home again. I fought this fight in ‘94, and I warned you then. Man, do you ever pray?”




  “Ay, many and many a time on my knees for mercy on myself and my people. Don’t you dare to say that my heart is not all for my people, or I shall do you a mischief. After all, I am as God made me.”




  “I dare say,” Tretire returned dubiously. “Though it’s hard to see how He’s moving in a case like yours. He gave you Tregarthen as a sacred trust. How you have violated that trust is between you and your conscience.”




  Tregarthen was bending dejectedly over the fire. Tretire’s words were as lashes on his bare back. When once a proud man admits to himself that he may be wrong, there is no length to the measure of his repentance.




  “Perhaps you are right,” he said. “I begin to see things differently now. And if I am wrong, I am the vilest wretch on earth.”




  Tretire opened the door, saying nothing. Without a word he tramped off into the snow with Tregarthen pushing doggedly behind him. If only there had been food they might have managed it, despite the bitter cold. On and on they plodded, sometimes walking fairly, anon breast deep in the cruel grey powder. Tretire stumbled heavily, and lay snoring, with his head on a white-crowned patch of gorse. Tregarthen bent over and shook him passionately. His eyes were filled with tears, tears blended of anger and anguish, remorse and impotence. He smote Tretire a blow on the face that brought him up staggering again.




  “For the love of Heaven,” Tregarthen cried. “Gervase, you are stronger than I. Once you sleep here you will awaken no more this side the grave. Forgive me that blow; strike me in return, and I will bear it. Gervase, my brother, are we going to be beaten now with the——”




  Tretire was crying quietly; he was utterly overcome. The battling toil of the previous night, and the want of food, told on him now. They were both more or less mad, for the time being, with glimmerings of sense in between—the bush madness of those perishing for want of water. Tretire fought it off first. He rose and pushed on, with a certain blind fury. It was Tregarthen’s turn to break down next, and for Tretire to chide him bitterly. Tregarthen took no notice whatever. He sat on a knoll looking fixedly before him.




  “Smoke,” he said. “There is a house yonder.”




  Tretire could see nothing but the vivid white cruelty of it all, and the fact that he had a madman to deal with. Was Tregarthen getting on his nerves? Was it fancy, or was there a thin unstable vapour rising from the little valley? Then something brown came twisting upwards, and Tretire yelled.
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  “Smoke it is,” he cried; “we are saved! Give us food and warmth, and we shall be in Wadebridge before dark.”




  They found the farmhouse sheltered by a belt of firs. There were high gorsed hurdles opposite, forming a perfect screen from the wind and snow. A small, old, half-timbered house it was, showing signs of thrift and prosperity. Tretire smote on the door, and a woman opened it.




  Such a woman! She was a good six feet in her stout shoes and homespun stockings, and broad in proportion. A huge cap surmounted her grey hair; she had a calm, strong face, and lips that spelt resolution. A woman of sorrows, too, as the reflective eyes proved—a woman to be trusted with a life, or a secret, or the care of desolate and motherless children. As she saw Tregarthen, she threw up her hands with a loud cry. But she would say no more till she had fed them on cold pork pasties, home-made bread, and beer brewed on the premises.




  “You seem to know me,” said Tregarthen.




  “Ay, sure, lad,” the hostess responded. She spoke with a burr. When you heard her speak you thought of the Yorkshire wolds. “I’m Martha Pemberthy, widow of James Pemberthy to Port Gwynn. And I’m worth four thousand pounds. If you don’t believe me, go and ask Bolitho’s Bank at Bodmin.”




  She spoke half defiantly, half proudly, standing there, big and strong, and yet with the kindliest light in her big eyes.




  “That is a reflection on me, I suppose?” said Tregarthen.




  “Ay, it is. James Pemberthy came and took me from Port of Hull. Then I came to Tregarthen with him, and starved with him there better than fourteen years. I saw want and care and shiftlessness on that island like to turn my hair grey. I called shame down on the head of your father; but nobody heeded. And yet there’s a place where every housewife should be prosperous as me. When James died they offered me the Sanctuary. Me! I took this place with nothing, and I’ve made it what it is with my cows and my poultry, and my summer boarders. That’s what me and two lasses have done in ten years. Tregarthen, Tregarthen, the hand of God will be heavy on you for this.”




  “The hand lies heavy on me now,” Tregarthen said wearily.




  He glanced round the parlour, with its pictures, and carpet, and the fine old chairs, and sideboard that many a wealthy man might have envied. All this sweet comfort had come to this woman once she was free from the blighting influence of Tregarthen Island. And she had spoken truly. All the islanders might to-day have enjoyed a similar prosperity under an enlightened ruler. There was nothing in the woman beyond thrift and industry. The storm had no terrors for her. And she was not in the least afraid of Tregarthen.




  “What could I have done?” he asked.




  “What could you have done? What could you not have done? Make me over Tregarthen tomorrow and I’ll pay you £10,000 rent a year for it; give me two years and your people will forget what poverty and distress mean. Ask Tretire there what you could have done. He knows.”




  Tregarthen pursued the subject no further. This was not the least humiliating moment of his life, and he had had many lately. To be beaten and despised by a mere daughter of the soil was bitter, and it was none the less bitter to know that every word of what she said was true. Nay, more, Tregarthen could not hug to his soul the delusion that prosperity had done anything but sweeten and purify the mind of this woman.




  “Let us go on again,” he cried. “I am tortured here.”




  Once more they were plunging and fighting the white battalions, fast at first, but gradually moving more slowly. There was a limit to human endurance, and this limit was perilously near. They were dazed and half asleep now; they stumbled over rocks and bushes and stones; they were cut and bleeding, with the congealed red blood frozen on their faces. Tretire burst half defiantly into a snatch of song anent Trelawney and what would happen should he die. It was horribly suggestive of the situation; but they were too far gone to see this. With a last wailing scream of defiance on his lips Tretire pitched headlong, and Tregarthen fell over him, heedless if he lived or died. As the crow flies, they were no more than a rifle shot from their destination. Was this the end? Tregarthen wondered. Well, it did not much matter. And he was so tired… . .




  Not quite the end, for close by that big, jolly, Northumbrian giant, called Edward Preston, vicar of St. Osyth, was tending his pigeons, and to his ears came the yell of the Trelawney song as Tretire fell. Preston had received his message by pigeon post, and was half expecting Tregarthen and his companion. He pushed his way into the road by a deep cutting in the snow, and stumbled over the prostrate forms.




  “Bless my heart!” the big man exclaimed. “Poor fellows! We must get them into the house at once. Wake up, there!”




  Tregarthen opened a pair of wild eyes. Those eyes looked insanity now, and Tregarthen babbled something incoherent. Preston bent over him and carried him into the house like a sack of flour. A moment later and Tretire was dumped down beside him. Tregarthen was sitting up now, glaring wildly round him. Tretire was still defiant on the subject of Trelawney and what would happen in case of his premature dissolution. It was horrible, ludicrous, grotesque—that strange admixture of tears and laughter, pathos and terror, that fringes all tragedies. A little dark-eyed woman came into the room swiftly.




  “Ted,” she cried, “has all bedlam broken loose here? Why, it’s Tregarthen!”




  “A poor player, madam,” Tregarthen raved, “who frets and fumes his hour upon the stage, and then is seen no more. Shakespeare’s words, madam, or Ben Jonson’s. Tretire’s gone mad, and I’m his keeper.”




  “What shall I do with them?” the big man asked helplessly. Brave and strong as he was, he was quite helpless here. “Maria, I am beaten. What is the matter?”




  “Nervous exhaustion,” Mrs. Preston snapped. “Mental anxiety and the solitude of that awful snow. Often happens in the northern regions, I’m told. Brandy and water hot. Then blankets and a very warm bath.”




  “Maria, you are really a most wonderful woman.”




  “Of course I am. Never was a woman like me in the world before, and I very much doubt if there will be again. This is not conceit on my part, but a mere statement of fact. Get the brandy.”




  The brandy was produced and coaxed, hot, down the throats of the two battered wayfarers. The effect was magical. Tretire sat up and rubbed his eyes, whilst Tregarthen ceased to rave any longer. Perhaps they realized the full measure of their folly, for they sat there, like schoolboys with the stolen apples in their pockets. Meanwhile Mrs. Preston bustled about cheerfully.




  “You will have to go to bed at once,” she said.




  “Excuse me, but I shall do nothing of the kind,” Tregarthen said politely but firmly. “I assure you I am all right again——”




  “Never better,” Tretire said parenthetically.




  “Presently I shall be able to express my deep sense of gratitude for your kindness. I am only just learning what a deal of wisdom and kindness there is in the world. Mr. Preston will have guessed why we came here.”




  “I know,” Preston said heartily. “A finer thing has never been done on this rugged coast of fine things. But look you here, Tregarthen; if you let your people face such another catastrophe unprepared, you are a scoundrel. I hope this will be a lesson to you all your life.”
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  MAUD BARRY sat at breakfast scolding the rector in her furious Celtic way. The Trevose and Tregarthen people had no spirit at all, she declared. They had been ground too long under the iron heel of the oppressor. She denounced Tregarthen and all his works roundly, in a clear sweet voice full of music. Some people would have taken her seriously; but Guy knew her better.




  “So you can’t help them at all?” he asked.




  “Never a bit. They are pinched for food, and most of the houses are without fire. I can’t even induce them to hold an indignation meeting to keep themselves warm.”




  “Why not a faction fight between the fishermen and the navvies?” Guy suggested. “You might produce a certain amount of excitement out of that, and, if you are lucky, perhaps bloodshed. As for me, I am disgusted with the whole business. All my home-cured bacon gone at one fell swoop! There was no bacon like mine in the west of England.”




  “He gave it amongst the women and children of his own free will,” Mrs. Guy said. “Reggie is the most unselfish of men. As a matter of fact, I did try to keep some of it back; but he wouldn’t hear of it.”




  The rector changed the subject hastily. He was the kind of man who always gave his good deeds an air of selfishness. Every spare pound of provisions had gone down to the thriftless, heedless villagers. But Tregarthen and some of the others would hear of this before long.




  “If the frost holds, Tretire and his commissariat should be here to-day. They must have been on the road eight and forty hours now. Pray God the frost lasts. If the thaw comes they may be a week getting here.”




  “And there will be rioting and bloodshed in the village,” Maud suggested.




  “Nothing of the kind, you quarrelsome Celt,” Guy replied. “I have my little gibes at the people here, but nobody admires their sterling qualities more than I do. In an extraordinary degree they know how to suffer and be strong. If they starve, they will starve silently and uncomplainingly. The whimper of the child will be stifled on the mother’s breast because God has willed this thing, and His people dare not murmur. Ah, they are a fine race!”




  Maud’s tongue was silent for a moment, for the rector had impressed her. Her quick excitable nature recognized immediately the truth of Guy’s words. These people were meeting their misfortunes splendidly. It was the will of God. And these same people had stood outraged and shocked when the rector cut the trees from around his barn after it had been struck with lightning. They had reeled from the contemplation of this blasphemy, the deliberate attempt to evade the designs of the Almighty, or so they regarded it. Yet they knew how to suffer, how to take one stroke of adversity after another with marvellous patience and philosophy. Who ever heard of riot or internal disorder in Cornwall? How often do you see a beggar or a drunkard there? And yet it is one of the poorest counties in England.




  And yet these very virtues were near allied to vice—the vice of shiftlessness and a disposition to place the whole burden upon the shoulders of Providence. These very qualities angered as well as moved Guy to admiration. Now he was thankful to take things as they were. Another day and people would be starving in a land where plenty ought to have smiled.




  From the top of the hill Guy looked anxiously towards Wadebridge. Down below from the village came murmurs and the unmistakable clamour of strife.




  Maud smiled.




  “Sure, and they are fighting,” she cried.




  “Nonsense. They couldn’t do it. They don’t know how.”




  “Just as if I can be deceived,” Maud said. “Haven’t I seen rows enough in my time? I’m a connoisseur in them. Not that I ever had a blackthorn in my hand, save in the way of kindness. Rector dear, don’t let my nonsense annoy you. You are uneasy and anxious about something.”




  Guy nodded as he strode rapidly down the hill. On the sands that backed the quay a mob of men were gathered together. Facing the plateau was the only hostel in the place, the low half-timbered house, known far and near as The Silver Catch. At the top of the wooden steps stood Hawkes and Challen, a group of fishermen below them. And facing this crowd was another—a moleskinned, kneestrapped crowd, with cloth caps and no collars, a grinning mischievous crowd, fragant of the soil, pungent with past perspirations. They jostled to and fro with rough chaff on their lips, did their ringleaders, but there was a thin line between good humour and boundless licence.




  “You can’t come in,” said Challen, ponderously. “When you work and when you eat, then you can drink. But you don’t bring riot here on an empty stomach. No, not if landlord Polley has to pull every spigot first.”




  “That’s just what he’s doing,” a cavernous voice said from the whitewashed straddling barn that served the tenant of The Silver Catch for cellars. “There’s lots of stuff here, ten times as much as usual, but it’s all going to waste before Trevose becomes a sink of iniquity.”




  A big navvy grew so lurid that Maud stopped her ears. She had never met the polyglot navvy before, the man who excavates empires and builds up his converse upon one vivid and loathsome adjective. Then another navvy shot out a ponderous fist, and the luminous one collapsed into heavy mutterings.




  “Don’t ‘ee see t’ parson and t’ lady?” growled the assailant. “Lor, look at that! A burning shame and a sin I call it.”




  From a spout on the side of the barn a foaming amber-hued stream issued and spent itself instantly on the sopping sands. Polley was good as his word. The stern old Puritan was half ruining himself by his action; but he had a proud boast that no drunken man had ever sat on his settle, and he was going to have none of it now. These navvies were half starving; they could not work at present, so they were bent on a heavy orgie. The shades of bygone village fathers looked on, and, shuddering, fled.




  Just for an instant it looked like riot. A feather in the scale would have turned the balance either way. Guy stood praying fiercely for inspiration. But the quick nimble wit of the girl by his side found a way. Right in front of her stood a gigantic excavator, a heedless, creedless savage, with an air of many climes about him. His big clean-shaven mouth looked capable of humour. Maud stepped up to him and touched him on the shoulder.




  “Sure now, and phwat d’ ye say to that?” she asked.




  The brogue touched him. Maud had not mistaken her man.




  “Kilkenny,” he yelled. “Lord bless the purty eyes of her. Begob, we’ll have a word made for it—divil a one have I got mysilf.”




  This from the recognized wit, the man of resource of the whole wild crew. Maud laughed sweetly, the silver in her voice rang true to the edge of the crowd. Then there went up a long stentorian roar of laughter. The crowd had caught the humour of the situation, and the many headed was pleased to be pleased. You will find the same mood in crowds the world over.




  “Trevose owes you something for this, Maud,” Guy said unsteadily. “You have saved the situation. Lord forgive me for my folly, but I was going to scold them. And a pretty mess I should have made of it.”




  Hawkes and Challen came down from their high places, followed by Polley, truculently. He came prepared for trouble, yet ready to face it out. He would have minded that less than the laughter and applause and Celtic wit that greeted him. The man who had defied them all turned and fled before it, for chaff is a thing good Cornish fishers do not understand. He fled to his cellars fearfully, whilst the raging badinage went on. But all danger was utterly past and gone. Polley got to know the uncouth Anaks after a time, got to see how they respected him, and to this day his boast of never giving rooftree and warm hearthstone to a man in liquor holds good.




  “Dear fellows,” said Maud. “My heart always warms to a crowd of workmen. But I wish their language was not so vigorous. One never gets that sort of thing in Ireland. They couldn’t do it.”




  “Can’t they?” Guy said grimly. “Ask your Irish priests in London and Liverpool. But why are they so suddenly silent?”




  Fishermen and navvies were all mingled together now. A curious silence had fallen on them, a silence broken by the wild scream of the seafowl, the day-dirge unceasing of that thundering desolate coast. The hill up beyond the church was clear cut as polished brass, on the summit of it a figure stood wildly waving a pair of arms. It was no appeal for aid, no dumb call from one in distress, but an outburst of delirious joy. The figure was dancing madly on the powdered snow. Maud covered her face with her hands and burst into tears.




  “Who is it, what is it?” Guy asked.




  “It’s Dr. Julien,” Maud cried. “I recognize him. And he is trying to tell us that the relief from Wadebridge is in sight. See! There is Nell.”




  Another figure stood out clear against the granite sky now, Mrs. Guy waving her handkerchief. A roar of delight broke from the gang of navvies, their grimy faces tossed like the surface of a broken sea. Presently on the crest of the hill a waggon appeared, drawn by six horses, then another and another. After a time Guy became conscious that somebody was pinching his arm. He turned to see Mary. Her face was set, and grave as the faces of the Trevose people. For they had displayed not the least sign of joy or gratification. The hand of the Lord had lain heavy on them, and in silence they had suffered. The hand of the Lord came out to them filled with peace and plenty, and they were glad. But it was not, nor ever will be, the gladness that comes beyond the heart to the shouting lips.




  “Has it come at last?” Mary asked.




  “At last,” Guy replied. “My dear girl, you must not faint here. Consider the feelings of poor Polley under the circumstances. Think of me who might have saved my bacon, after all.”




  Mary laughed unsteadily. The rector’s nonsense was well meant, and, like most nonsense, had the due effect.




  She could hear the waggons rumbling down the hill, and presently the first one stood in the village. On the top of a large load, covered with tarpaulin sheets, sat Tregarthen and Tretire. Fagged, dirty, unshaven, with bloodshot eyes, they yet looked like what they were—two heroes who had not taken their lives in their hands in vain. Tregarthen climbed down, staggering almost to Mary’s feet. She caught him up and kissed him there and then before them all.




  “God bless you for this day’s work,” she murmured.




  Tregarthen put her aside gently. He was pale and hollow-eyed, but the change had gone far deeper than that. There were lines on his forehead and a deep shadow in his eyes, the shadow of painful thought. There was a great struggle going on within the man, and Mary saw it instantly.




  “Thank Tretire, not me,” he said. “But for him I should be lying dead in the snow by now. We have brought you all we could get, which is a great deal, for the line is fairly clear from Wadebridge to Plymouth. I have had to pledge your credit for a large amount. They would not trust me.”




  There was a tinge of bitterness in the last word that Mary wisely ignored. She had more to say to Tregarthen; but he turned to and worked feverishly until the waggon was empty. Then there were boats to fill for Tregarthen and the good things to be distributed across the water. Before the afternoon was done all things were decent and in order again. Mary surveyed the result of the work with placid satisfaction.




  “This shall never happen again,” she said. “Now, let us be happy once more. All you good people are going to eat your dinner at the Castle to-night. We will have a feast in honour of the occasion. And we will worship at the shrine of the heroes of the day.”




  “Where is Tregarthen?” Mrs. Guy asked. “I want to see him. I want to make him a handsome apology.”




  Tretire offered to find him. He was close by somewhere. He could not eat till all the poor people were satisfied. Tregarthen was the finest man on the North Coast of Cornwall, etc. But search high and low on the island or at Trevose, Tregarthen was nowhere to be found.




  XXXIII — “I COULD NOT LOVE THEE, DEAR, SO WELL”
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  THERE may be some people in this weary old world of ours who have never endured the long-drawn agony of suspense that goes to every great trouble. Most of us know it only too well. Have you never paced the garden in the grey dawn watching the shadows come and go across the red blinds and wondered with weary impatience if the doctor is ever coming downstairs? It may be that you are standing on the cliffs, with eyes strained to catch that blurred black blot in the yeasty seas with things like flies clinging to her, and the man in the oilskins by your side whispers that if she can hold till the tide turns they will be saved. It may be that you are waiting for Her answer, and the postman is late; you may possibly—God help you—be straining your eyes to read the minds of those twelve good men, and true, who have just been considering their verdict. Put it anyway you please, but we have all been through it at one time or another.




  Then the black cloud lifts, and the sun shines again. The doctor comes out with a smile and a laugh for your fears, the tide turns, her message is tender and true and sweet, you are discharged amidst applause in Court without a stain on your character, to say nothing of being implored to accept a partnership in the firm. Then your heart goes up to God with mingled shame and gratitude and your mind is bent on doing good things. The ‘toothache of the mind’ is over, and you are with your Maker in the golden splendour of the day. Ah, life is worth living then, my friend, as life was worth living on Tregarthen the afternoon when the siege was raised and the hungry were fed again.




  Everything seemed to have changed within the magic circle of the hour, even the wind had gone round to the south and blew wonderfully mild and balmy. There was a promise of Spring in it. Mary and Miriam stood outside the Castle inhaling the sweetness of the air. It mattered little now that the world was still grey and desolate.




  “Tregarthen has behaved very well over this business,” said Miriam.




  “He has come out splendidly. I have had the whole story from Gervase. We shall make a true and noble man of my husband yet. And in honour of the day I am going to give a grand dinner to-night. All our friends are to come, and sleep here afterwards. There are still plenty of luxuries in the Castle kept back in case of sickness, which will not be needed now. This is going to be what Artemus Ward calls a ‘clean biled shirt’ affair. Find them for me, Miriam, bid them to the feast at seven. For our day’s work is done and the stalled ox will be sweet as the herbs and contentment withal to-night.”




  So they came a little before seven and were solemnly announced by Mary’s butler—one Hankin, still in a state of complacent admiration of his own importance—much as if they were bidden to a great banquet at Lord St. Kew’s Cornish seat over by Tintagel yonder. Mrs. Guy was lovely in pale blue and pearls, Maud exquisite in white, with no ornaments but flowers. Mary had more diamonds than the average English woman cares for, but then she simply could not look in anything but taste. Julien came in behind, in a white waistcoat that touched the new butler deeply. But that smart young Hankin got used to many things in time. Mary received her guests with a dignity that was greatly exaggerated.




  “And yet I might have been a bishop,” Guy said reproachfully.




  “Well, you are not a bishop, and I’m very glad of it,” Mary replied. “Don’t you see that I’m playing the great lady, sir? Mary Tregarthen is going to be a success. Princes shall come down here, and the paragraphists shall romance over me with stars between their pink fictions. And here’s a setting for you.”




  It was a very perfect and beautiful setting indeed. Here was a great saloon, one of the finest specimens of decorated oak in the world, with priceless pictures and cabinets of works of art, mostly predatory and all having some dark history, but none the less alluring for that. There were shaded lamps here and there, a big wood fire blazing, the log reflected in dogs and andirons that later on a duchess actually cried for—and failed to get. Also there were flowers everywhere, waving palms and ferns and oleanders in Majolica tubs. It was the kind of place in which you could lie back and feast the delighted eye for hours.




  “There never was a house like it,” Mrs. Guy said.




  “It’s not quite complete,” Miriam observed. “It wants a dark stern-looking man with slightly grey hair to be standing alongside Mary. The one necessary piece of furniture here is her husband. He should wear a velvet dinner jacket and a black tie. Where is he?”




  “No doubt that will come in time,” said Mary. “Unfortunately Tregarthen is not to be found, I am sorry to say.”




  Maud looked up from the cosy corner where she had established herself with Julien.




  “Do you mean to say you regret him?” she asked.




  “Indeed I do. I would give a great deal to have my husband here—yes, even if he came in knickerbockers and a flannel shirt.”




  The words were light, but the voice trembled. Mrs. Guy nodded approvingly, and Miriam felt that her speech had not been in vain. And all the rest of the evening there was a strong yearning look in Mary’s eyes as if she were seeking for something and could not find it.




  They came into the dining-room presently where dinner was served. Here was the splendour and refinement and good taste repeated all over again. On the whole it was a most successful night, despite the yearning look in Mary’s eyes. She seemed a little apart from her guests, and they respected her reticence. In the big saloon Maud walked over to the piano and began to play softly, with Julien leaning over her. Guy was still in the dining-room ruminating over a cigar, Miriam had opened one of the long windows in the ante-room, for the night had suddenly grown moist and warm. Mary stood just outside the window, looking into the room at a point where she could take in best all the softened and chastened beauty of the picture. She could see the faint light on Maud’s exquisite face, on Julien’s brown one. A sweeter picture it was impossible to imagine or a nobler one either. Mary was a girl of many cities, she had a fine artistic eye, but she had seen nothing that pleased her more than Tregarthen Castle.




  It was all her own, the home of her ancestors, the abode of the man she was ready to love with all her strength when the corn was ripe. But would he ever love her, would he ever come back to her? What was Tregarthen without him? A sense of loneliness came over Mary, she would have given much to recall her old independence of feeling. The precious jewel was hers, but she had no pride in it. It was like the possession of some old picture with the Florentine frame demolished, an empty conservatory, an organ without stops. Life, says a sapient but anonymous philosopher, is the pursuit of a walnut which you never attain until you lack teeth to crack it. Thus Mary.




  She stood in the shadow, quite concealed, and yet seeing everything. For instance, she saw the beauty of the shining romance before Maud, when the Prince should have kissed her sleeping parted lips, she saw the stars in the sky, she felt the balmy breeze on her cheek. Maud was gently playing some soothing variation of ‘Home, Sweet Home,’ hardly conscious what she was doing, and talking to Julien meanwhile. Then Mary saw the light focus on a pair of melancholy yearning eyes, eyes that seemed to fall into the darkness. With a sudden inspiration upon her Mary spoke.




  “Tregarthen,” she said quietly. “Tregarthen, come here.”




  He came forward obediently, gently. Mary drew the window to. She saw the big figure that loomed over her, and noticed that it was bent and dejected.




  “You have been watching us?” she asked.




  “Yes,” Tregarthen admitted simply. “As far as I could, all the evening. That is what you call an ideal English home?”




  “The highest ideal attainable. There is nothing like it in the world. And this home is waiting for you. Why did you keep out of my way?”




  [image: ]




  “I did not dare to come.”




  “Ah, but you must say more than that. Why did you not dare to come?”




  “Because you fascinate me, despite myself. Because you show me things that I have never dreamt of before. To-night you have shown me what a refined lady can do with the house of her husband. Under Heaven, I have never dreamt of anything so sweet and fair before. For the last hour I have been watching you in dazed fascination. If you cared for me——”




  “Stop. I do care for you. I love you, Rupert. Why I love you, how I came to love you, is no matter. I state a fact. Perhaps it is because I have made you the central figure in my life’s romance. But there is nothing will alter it on this side of the grave. Come!”




  But Tregarthen hung back, with a strange hesitation for him.




  “I dare not,” he said. “What is that girl playing?”




  “You don’t know! You never heard ‘Home, Sweet Home’ before?”




  “Never. Of course I knew it by repute. And yet if anybody had asked me to guess what the girl was playing, I should have guessed right. It sounds just what it is. And still it is very melancholy.”




  The quiet strains were going on, the lights within seemed to grow stronger. Half timidly Mary laid her hand on Tregarthen’s arm.




  “Not inside,” she said. “Oh, it is so different then. Come in, Tregarthen, and stay.”




  He shivered, but he did not move, though a mighty impulse was impelling him forward. He could hear the dim beat of the swell upon the shore, he could see the outline of the cliffs, but he could not see Mary’s pleading face.




  “I can’t see you, and I’m glad,” he said. “I thought I was stronger than others, but I find I am only a man who cannot look unmoved on a perfect face. If I could see your face now I should yield.”




  “Tregarthen, why should you not yield?”




  “Because I have not found my full salvation. You can’t satisfy a starving man with a single crust. My eyes are opening, I am beginning to see things in the gloom of my past existence. If I come to you now, I come in vain; I should be trying to dominate you in a week. I want to know, not merely to feel, that all you say and all you do is right. Can’t you understand now why I dare not come to you?”




  “It would be more courteous to my—to our guests.”




  Tregarthen flamed out with a touch of his old passion.




  “You will never fine me down to that point,” he cried. “I shall never be a squire of dames dandling over a teacup in a drawing-room. I may come to see eye to eye with you, and God knows I am trying to do so. Perhaps you are right in your views about the island, perhaps prosperity will do good instead of harm to the people.”




  “Of course it will. Prosperity is like sunshine to the peach, developing its sweetness and beauty. Some day you will see this. And when you have learnt your lesson, your life and mine will be full of sunshine. Now come.”




  Tregarthen made a step forward, and then hesitated. The sweet dreamy music was going on inside, Maude’s exquisite face with the light upon it was turned to Julien. As he saw this Tregarthen drew back.




  “No,” he said hoarsely, “I will not come. I don’t want to be fascinated like that, I don’t want to fall under a woman’s influence. I want to learn and to know for myself. You bade me go and I went.”




  “And now I bid you return, Rupert.”




  “Not yet. Your voice is sweet and pleading. And you love me. That I love you also is a mere nothing. But I am not coming back—yet. I am not coming till I find the truth, till I have suffered and learnt for myself. Let me go. Do you hear? let me go.”




  The tone was hard and commanding, so that Mary fell back. Tregarthen bent and kissed her on the lips, and the next moment his place was empty. The night had opened up and swallowed him.




  “Tregarthen,” Mary whispered. “Tregarthen, come back.”




  She called again without reply. The music inside had ceased and Julien had his hand caressingly on Maud’s shining hair.




  XXXIV — TOWARDS THE LIGHT
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  WITH the somewhat trite remark that the best of friends must part, Guy buttoned his pilot coat about him and turned his back upon the Castle. He was the only one not sleeping there to-night; he had to be in London on business to-morrow, and a friend at Wadebridge was putting him up for the night. With the perversity of human nature, Guy did not want to go, though, as a rule, he enjoyed his rare days in London immensely. The best part of a week spent at the Castle seemed to have changed all that. In no specially good humour, he shoved his boat down to the water with a gloomy figure looking on out of the mist.




  “Come,” Guy said sharply, “why don’t you lend a hand?”




  “I’ll lend a hand cheerfully,” said the other; “but on condition that you let me accompany you to the mainland.”




  “Tregarthen!” Guy cried. “What does this nonsense mean?”




  Tregarthen explained that so far as he was concerned there was no nonsense about it at all. He went into no details for his reasons for absenting himself from Mary’s house party, but he certainly was frank so far as his own news was concerned. He was going to give the Opposition platform a fair trial.




  “As how?” asked Guy, astonished, and consequently slangy. “What do you mean?”




  “I mean what I say, Guy. What is the difference between Liberal and Conservative? Nothing, really. What are the differences between my wife and myself?”




  “I am afraid they are both deep and wide.”




  “Nothing of the kind. My point is that prosperity will spoil and pauperize the island. She holds an exactly contrary opinion. I say your highly paid workman is a fearful product of a bastard civilization——”




  “Never having seen a skilled artisan in your life.”




  “You have me there. Civilization is bound to produce certain types of race. But Mary says the big towns contain amongst the poor quite as much honour and integrity and kindness and nobility of character as obtain on Tregarthen.”




  “Well, any fool knows that,” Guy said bluntly.




  “Pardon me, but there is a fool in this boat who doesn’t,” Tregarthen replied. “Miriam Murch is pleased to say that I haven’t brains enough to appreciate my own ignorance. That is what you call an epigram. I am going to see if Mary is right. If she is, I shall be a happy man, because I want to believe her. And if she is right, then she shall be free to make Tregarthen blossom like a rose. I am going to-night to offer my services to the engineer, James Cutress, in any capacity, I am going to live amongst the navvies. I am going to earn my salt. If I see that which is good and sweet amongst these men, then I shall go to Mary and beg of her, beg of her to let me have the right of assisting her to make Tregarthen as she desires. That is my scheme.”




  “And a ripping good scheme too,” the delighted rector cried. “My dear Tregarthen, you are on the high-road to a sovereign cure. Within six months you and Mary will be ideally happy, and Cornwall will be the richer for a good landlord and a man of sense. Good night and good luck to you.”




  Guy trudged up between the shelf-like houses, and Tregarthen turned resolutely into The Silver Catch. He entered a long low panelled room, the walls and roof of which were black and shiny with age. There were just a few Trevose men in their jerseys, but for the most part the room reeked with the earthy smell of navvy. There were fifty or more of them there, short pipes in their mouths, caps drawn over their eyes, somnolent, ox-eyed, stupid, yet magnificent. They were perfectly well-behaved, and their language essentially parliamentary. Polley would stand no nonsense of that kind; indeed, a man who could throw away eight hogsheads of strong ale without emotion was entitled to respect. They looked half shyly at Tregarthen, whose history was known to all of them. They knew also that to-morrow they would see Tregarthen working amongst them, one of themselves.




  “Is there any one here named Prescott?” he asked, half defiantly. As defiantly a burly greyheaded Scot indicated a pleasant-looking young man in a corner. He made room for the intruder—for he was little else—and then the rest of the company resumed their low growling rumble of conversation again. For your navvy, tired after a hard day’s toil, is a ruminating animal. He is given to noise and world-wide defiance in his cups, which is generally the fault of the poison that a wise legislature allows him to drink, but he is a good fellow. He lives hard and works hard, and, alas! generally dies hard. But if you are in trouble, in sickness, in pain, then he can be gentle as a child. I lived with four thousand of him once for a week up on a wild Welsh hillside, and some day I will tell you the story of his life.




  The man who made room for Tregarthen eyed him curiously. Tregarthen saw a sturdy young fellow with the limbs of a giant and the torso of a Hercules, a handsome fellow, with a reckless face and melancholy blue eyes. His hands were hard and knotted, his features were burnt mahogany.




  “You are Tregarthen,” he said. “I have been expecting you. I like you all the better for your determination, and I am sure we shall be friends. You are going to share my room up at old Dan Edis’ cottage.”




  “If you don’t mind. I am going to work with these men, but I don’t think I could sleep with them. You look like a gentleman.”




  “I am. They call me Dandy Dick. But they don’t know that I am the only son of Sir George Prescott of Southwick, Lancashire. He is the big engineer millionaire of those parts. Will you take anything?”




  “No, I thank you; I only drink my own native wine.”




  “Ah, well, that accounts for all your eccentric doings. Come outside with me, come to our joint sanctum. Cutress asked me to share diggings with you. Cutress knows all about me. Come along.”




  They were comfortably settled presently in the room that was to be Tregarthen’s home for some time to come. He had taken a sudden liking to the big corded giant opposite him, and the liking was mutual.




  “What are you doing here?” he asked.




  “Working out my salvation,” Prescott explained. “Do you know that I am one of the cleverest mechanical engineers in England, sir? And incidentally one of the biggest fools. I got amongst a bad set, an extravagant set.”




  “And she threw you over,” Tregarthen suggested.




  He was highly pleased with the suggestion as he saw Prescott redden. It was his first essay into the wide field of deduction which we all of us have to learn, and begin to learn at school. Tregarthen was getting on. He began to believe that he was no end of a smart fellow.




  “She did nothing of the sort,” Prescott replied. “I did a disgraceful thing, and my father turned me out of the house. And it was she, God bless her, who got me another chance. That is why I am toiling here, toiling with these men and working out a big new invention. I have set myself to the task for a year, and then I am going back to marry Brenda. Meanwhile I am living on thirty shillings a week, and I do assure you that I am earning it.”




  “That I am sure of. Your father is a very rich man.”




  “A very rich man indeed. He started with the pick and spade in his hand. When he commenced, Southwick was a dreary desert with some three thousand people in a state of ignorance and sloth and dirt and semi-starvation. It was one of the plague spots of England. Vice was rampant there. Your islanders were Sybarites by the side of those people. And they fought my father when he started his machines—he was near to death on many occasions. You have no monopoly of ignorance and prejudice here. And yet look at Southwick to-day. It has a population of seventeen thousand souls all well housed, well educated, and prosperous. The people have their baths and their clubs, their institutes and libraries, everything. Mention my father’s name to any one in Southwick and see what they will say of him.”




  Prescott spoke with honest pride glowing in his eyes. Tregarthen was strangely softened, deeply interested, and asking for details. All this was exactly contrary to his tenets and his faith. Nor could he doubt for a moment the truth of every word that Prescott said.




  “The people are not pauperized?” he asked.




  Prescott gave an honest shout of laughter.




  “Bless the man, no,” he cried. “They are far too independent for that. They are mostly strong Liberal, and my father is a Tory. Much as they love him, the first and only time he contested the constituency he was beaten by a majority of two to one by a pushing barrister who subsequently had to be escorted by the police to save him from his own constituents. Lots of our men actually cried over it, but they voted against the governor. Not much pauperization there. Now, what would you have done had Tregarthen Island served you in the same way?”




  “Done?” Tregarthen cried. “Why, expatriated every man in the island. I should——”




  He paused, ashamed, as he caught Prescott’s smiling eyes. Why, the thing he would fain condemn was a magnificent example of the firm independence which had been Tregarthen Island’s most treasured possession. He was condemning the very thing he was fighting for. And this modern young Prescott had a wider toleration than ever he possessed.




  “Did, did your father mind?” he asked.




  “Not a bit. He was more proud of his people than ever. My dear fellow, you simply can’t pauperize a Briton who has strength and resolution. You may help him when he is down, but he won’t be your creature for money. Believe me, you are utterly and entirely wrong in your views as regards your island.”




  “Perhaps Southwick is an exceptional place.”




  “Not a bit of it; there are lots of similar modern instances. Look at the noble work done by Masham and Salt and Peabody. Look at the prosperity that follows the track of the Peases and the Cadburys. But you really must see their places for yourself. This new bridge will do much for Tregarthen; it will open the eyes of your people. If the place were mine I should build tasteful villa bungalows along Port Gwynn. You would have nothing but the very best people down here, you could build your cottages, have good schools, and your peasantry would soon be prosperous. Go to some of the fashionable resorts in Scotland and see if the sons of the soil there are spoilt by prosperity. And you let your people starve because——”




  “I have starved with them, Prescott.”




  “Very likely, and very foolishly. Do you suppose the people loved you any the more for that? See how quickly they took in the new regime. Now come out and see the night shifts at work; you don’t know what work is.”




  It was only a week later than Mary’s dinner-party, and already all traces of snow had disappeared. There was a balmy touch in the air, the night was full of stars. Down at the foot of the quay at low-water mark a great lamp was roaring and flaming like an arc; in the centre of it the scores of men were slaving away under the watchful eye of the gangers. There was the clink of hammers, the sound of smitten stone, a waving forest of bare hairy arms, broad backs swinging rhythmically, an ordered silence, a cheery din. Then one man called out upon his Maker suddenly, and lay a huddled heap in the wet sand. He had slipped forward suddenly and a pick in front had ripped the hair off his scalp.




  Tregarthen ran forward, but a dozen were before him. With infinite tenderness they raised the wounded man and laid him down on a pile of sacks. There was order in the scene, quietness, as if trained women were at work there.




  “I didn’t go to do it,” said the unhappy perpetrator, with a quivering lip. “And him with a missis and three kids!”




  “Don’t you fret, Bill,” came from the pile of sacks. “I’m all right. And the kids and the old woman, they’ll be all right. A fortnight’s loafing and full pay. I’ll do the same for you some day, Jim.”




  It was simply said, with tact and feeling, so that the lorn Bill smiled again. Eton or Harrow could have produced nothing better. The others stood round and applauded gently, whilst a ganger dexterously bound up the hurt.




  “What do you think of that?” Prescott asked pointedly.




  “I can’t think,” said Tregarthen. “It was splendid. Man, I am not fit to black the shoes of any of these fellows. And yet I thought that—let me go to bed. I am utterly worn out and tired.”




  “And yet not unhappy, Tregarthen?”




  “No; I never felt happier in my life.”




  XXXV — WITH THE BEST INTENTIONS
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  THUS it came about that when Mary had not the least idea where Tregarthen was, that unfortunate but by no means unhappy individual was close to her all the time. It was nobody’s business to tell her, and Guy and the rest Tregarthen carefully avoided. He allowed his beard to grow, his hands became hard, he could take a spade or shovel with the best of them. Long afterwards he confessed to Mary that he had been afraid to go away. He had no money, and he had his living to get. And he speedily learnt from the rough and ready navvies that five and thirty shillings a week were not easily earned.




  He learnt many other things exceedingly useful to him in after-life. He learnt to recognize authority, which was perhaps the most valuable of all lessons. He learnt to say ‘sir’ when he spoke to Cutress the engineer and his subordinates. He saw the many kindnesses and self-sacrifices that went on; he learnt to admire the good qualities of his mates, and to see what a blessed and soothing influence a good living wage had on them. In short—though he was not quite prepared to admit it yet—he saw that from the first Mary had been right and he absolutely and entirely wrong.




  He could see what a blessing this bridge was to Tregarthen. Under normal conditions the islanders would have been starving by this time. As it was, a steady stream of money passed into the island. The children looked fat and well, the mothers had lost that haunting fear from their eyes, of nights the men sat contentedly smoking on the quay-head. It was a golden time all round and golden weather with it. In their grand way the islanders had absorbed and assimilated the new order of things, and not one amongst them so far had waxed fat or kicked. There is no more soothing or civilizing influence than prosperity poured out on heads strong enough to stand it.




  The bridge was moving slowly along. It was to be a light cast-iron affair, carried on three pillars, and it would come ready for fixing. Meanwhile the solid piles of masonry were gradually rearing their heads, the spring tides were serving, and the work went on apace. From her dressing-room, Mary could see the evolution of her pet scheme. It was beginning to get dark, and Ruth was brushing out her mistress’s shining hair. The Guys were at the Castle again, and dinner would be served presently.




  “It will be finished in good time, Ruth,” said Mary. “And when it is finished you and Gervase are going to be married.”




  Ruth flushed redly. Her eyes were shining like deep forest pools.




  “Dear mistress!” she murmured. “Oh, the good Lord was kind to us all when He guided your footsteps here. But you must take care.”




  “No more trouble, Mary, is there?”




  “Well, that depends. It’s that dear young lady, Miss Maud. She is always amongst the men. She goes to see that they are not ground under the iron heel of the tyrant capitalist. I hope she won’t make mischief.”




  “So that is what she calls me, because these men are really my servants. And they are good servants on the whole, though there have been complaints. I have asked Mr. Cutress to discharge a half-dozen or so, who, Polley tells me, are a reproach to the place. They go this week.”




  “And that is where the trouble will come in,” said Ruth. “Miss Maud is so sweet and good one can’t help loving her; but I wish she wouldn’t interfere. Can’t you get Dr. Julien to stop it?”




  “Oh, so you’ve seen that going on?” Mary laughed. “Let the girl shoot her bolt. Julien will stand none of that nonsense when they are married. And if——”




  Somebody knocked at the door, and somebody said that Mr. Cutress desired to see Mrs. Tregarthen on urgent business. With her beautiful hair piled high on her head, and a white wrap around her, Mary went down to see Cutress. His keen face had a half-amused, half-vexed expression.




  “There’s a bother amongst the men,” he said. “There is another side to their nature of which you know nothing. It is over those rascals I discharged. That lovely young Irish friend has been making a speech to the gang, and they are coming out unless these half-dozen scoundrels are reinstated. You never saw or heard anything like it in your life, madam. She stood up on the quay head and spoke like a silver flute with Paganini playing the fiddle as accompaniment. Why, I was more than once on the point of throwing up my hat and going on strike with the rest. I shall want my wages raised next.”




  Mary laughed, none too well pleased. She was trying to feel violently angry with Maud and conscious of her utter failure to produce the necessary indignation.




  “Are they all out?” she asked.




  “Not yet. A few men, led by—by a workman who is a little superior to the rest, set a fine example. He had something to say too, and the Trevose and island people stuck to us manfully. My lot don’t fuse with yours, but they respect them. At present the thing hangs in the balance, but I can manage if you can silence that lovely young Irish friend of yours.”




  “I’ll manage her,” Mary said, ominously calm. “At least, I know somebody who can. Go back to the works, Mr. Cutress. I don’t think you are likely to be troubled in the same way again.”




  Mary marched up to her room which she called her office and rang up Lloyd’s agent on the telephone. She would like to be put in touch with Dr. Julien, she said. Her new telephone had already proved a blessing, and it was going to be useful now. Julien was fortunately at home, clearing off prescriptions before coming over to dine at the Castle. As Mary poured out her indignant woes she heard stifled sounds at the other end of the wire.




  “You are laughing, sir,” she said severely.




  “Of course I am,” Julien responded. “So will you, when you know the name of the navvy who fought so stoutly for your rights and the interests of the bridge. I have often noticed in this queer world of ours that——”




  “Don’t be philosophical,” Mary pleaded. “Throw physic to the dogs and go and bring Maud to me. I’ll send for your dinner things, and you can dress here.”




  An hour later Maud burst in upon Mary.




  “I could find it in my heart never to speak to Dr. Julien,” she cried.




  “So he has brought you to your senses?” Mary asked coolly.




  “He made me come here,” Maud admitted. “I don’t know how he managed it, but he did. And those rascals laughed at me, me who had championed their cause! And one had the impudence to say that we should make a handsome couple.”




  “He is evidently a good judge,” Mary said soothingly.




  Maud laughed with the sweetest good nature. All the anger had died out of her face, she seemed to be deeply amused about something. It was impossible to be angry with her; it was impossible to be anything but charmed with her.




  “All the same I could ruin your silly old bridge,” she said.




  “Of course you could,” Mary replied, “and Tregarthen at the same time. You chose to take up the cause of a handful of rascals who are poisoning the place, and you chose to do it knowing how wrong you are. I wish I could be angry with you, dear. I wish I could point out to you how shamefully you are abusing our kindness and hospitality. But, being a lady, I can’t do that.”




  Mary spoke half playfully, but there was a certain ring in her voice that touched Maud. The swift tears came remorsefully to her eyes, and yet, with it all, Mary could see that she was amused about something.




  “I am ashamed of myself,” she whispered, with her arms about Mary’s neck. “Sure, I’d die for you, darling. But there was a man there who stood up and fought me with my own weapons, a splendid man; and when I heard him, all the humour of it came to me; I laughed, and I am laughing now.”




  “But I don’t see the humour of it,” said Mary.




  “No, dear; but you would if you’d been there,” Maud responded coolly. “The joke isn’t all my own, you see, and it isn’t George Julien’s either. Be a good child, and you shall know it all in good time.”




  Mary pressed the matter no further, nor was the subject alluded to again during the evening. Maud was a little subdued and quiet, but her manner towards Julien was full of laughter and sweetness. Nothing sufficed to sully that beautiful temper for long. And as Mary glanced from her window next morning she saw the human hive teeming, the figures bending over the uprising masonry, and the click of the pick was as music to her ears. Cutress came up, smiling, after breakfast. Evidently the little storm had passed away.




  “I came as arranged to go over the site for those new villas at Port Gwynn,” he explained. “Oh yes; we have got rid of those mauvais sujets. But it was a pretty near thing. But for one of my hands, who spoke like a prophet and worked like a horse, we should have had trouble. Those fellows are very loyal to each other.”




  “I should like to see your man, Mr. Cutress,” said Mary.




  “So you shall. He might have been yourself by the way in which he used your arguments. I have sent him up with the measuring chains to Port Gwynn. He is so hot and strong and loyal to you that I deemed it best to keep him away from the rest to-day. Wasn’t it Talleyrand who cautioned a young diplomat against too much zeal?”




  [image: ]




  They came up to Port Gwynn presently, where a big stalwart man in a beard, a man who looked like a prince in his moleskins, was waiting. And when Mary saw him her little hands went out trembling to him, and her lips parted in a dumb cry. For the man was Tregarthen, and he was looking at her with admiring, yearning, and yet half-amused, partly defiant eyes. And that usually cool young lady was trembling from head to foot with a dizzy joy that covered her like a garment. Cutress might have known all about it—probably he did—for he went off ostensibly for a tape and left the two together. Mary was the first to speak.




  “I heard all about your conduct yesterday,” she hazarded.




  “I saved your bridge,” Tregarthen responded. He was perfectly cool. “You should lock that Irish girl up. But Julien’s a match for her. I have found out that Julien is a remarkably fine fellow, Mary.”




  “Your eyes tell me you have found out many things, Rupert.”




  “Yes; the greatest discovery is that I have been a fool. The other great discovery is that I am proud to be able to earn my own living. I didn’t mean to see you yet, not till I had found a full salvation, and I owe Cutress one for playing this little trick upon me.—I’ve got it here, sir.”




  This last to Cutress, who had called for something.




  Mary smiled. “You call him ‘sir,’ then? How do you like that? I am pretty much of a democrat, and I couldn’t do it for the life of me.”




  “Why not? It is a mere matter of discipline, and discipline must be maintained. And that man is my employer. Do I displease you?”




  For Mary had turned her head away so that Tregarthen might not see the tears in her eyes. He asked the question with a strange humility for him, and yet his voice had a frank, manly ring in it. Mary came round, her face rosy pink, her splendid eyes smiling tenderly.




  “On the contrary, you have made me very happy indeed,” she said. “I always knew that you would prove to the world what a man you are. You are going to help me to make the islanders happy, Rupert.”




  “Ay, I am. Their happiness has always been mine, and their sufferings also. Let that be accounted to me for righteousness. Mary, if I might——”




  “Suggest that you placed the houses below the first terrace,” said Cutress, who came up prosaically at the moment. “You would then save a deal of money in the excavating, and build the bungalows so that the valley view was not marred by the sight of houses. You follow me?”




  “Oh yes,” Mary said confusedly. “We will place the foundations on the top of—dear Mr. Cutress, what was it you said about the bungalows?”
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  SOME day it may be possible to extract the whole truth of the matter from Cutress. The rector declares that he knew all about it, that it was a mere dramatic display got up to give Tregarthen a chance of showing his mettle. But since Cutress so distinguished him last year over those Nile dams, and since his C.B. is within his grasp, he has grown exceedingly cautious. Perhaps he did assist a little—indeed, he admits knowing that Tregarthen was amongst his workmen—and good fortune, aided by Maud Barry, was responsible for the rest.




  Now, your navvy is an exceedingly good fellow. He may be rough and unsweet of speech (the speech is the parrot’s, after all), he is prone to overmuch beer, and is cruelly ready with his fists. But he is kind and gentle at heart, and women and children are sacred things in his eyes. But there are always black sheep, and there were half a dozen in Trevose who gave Cutress a deal of trouble—men with a generation of Cockney blood in them, which is a nasty thing and fortunately seldom found.




  These men were shirkers, malingerers, their leader a sometime Hyde Park orator who for politic reasons desired country air. A tall, loose-lipped, shifty-eyed fellow who could argue in a wild-cat-like style with all the old stock arguments about the down-trodden workman and the bloated capitalist. No gang working with this man ever got through more than two-thirds of their allotted task per diem. So Ganger Masson told Cutress that Finlay and his lot must go, and Masson had curtly given the order to that effect.




  Finlay was distinctly aggrieved. So were the half-dozen who received their ‘walking ticket’ at the same time. Most of the hands were slaving away till five o’clock, when there was a short interval for tea. The tides were serving well just at present, and there would be secession of labour for the next four hours at least. On the other hand, during some part of the day it was impossible to do but very little.




  “So I’m to go,” Finlay said, sidling up to Masson as if he had a knife up his sleeve, as possibly he had. “No use for me, eh? And no use for half a dozen of the best lads in the works. It isn’t men you want, but slaves. Why, if there was a man here at all, not a pick ‘ud be raised till me and my mates was on the pay-sheets again. But they ain’t men—they’re blacklegs.”




  Masson listened stolidly. He was a big man, with a calm face and voice husky with harrying those under him.




  “Ain’t you all coming out?” Finlay demanded. “Are you going to sit there and see us driven forth like swine?”




  He spoke fiercely, in that terribly dry, husky voice that only the purlieus of great cities seems to produce. There was an uneasy movement amongst the four hundred or so of fragrant perspiring humans seated around, eating bread and butter, and drinking cold tea from sooty tin cans. Each man glanced at his neighbour and shook his head.




  “Not a soul,” Finlay said mournfully. “Not a soul to stick up for the rights of us pore downtrodden chaps as done nothing.”




  “Not even worked,” Masson growled. “Get out of it.”




  He advanced threateningly, as an ox turns on a dog. Finlay retreated sideways, with an upward evil gleam in his eye. His allies closed around him, but nobody moved to Masson’s assistance. Doubtless he would prove equal to the occasion. Then something slight and fair, and dressed in white, came from nowhere apparently, and immediately became the central figure of the group.




  “What is the meaning of all this? What are you doing to those poor men?”




  Masson was dumb for the instant. He was looking at the most beautiful creature he had ever seen in his life, a lovely face framed in tangled hair that seemed to have caught the sunshine, eyes large and lustrous and fascinating. Finlay recognized her; he had seen her in Dublin two years before. And he hoped she would not recognize him for the gaol-bird he was.




  “It’s no fault of ours, miss,” he said, with that horrible forced, fawning smile that proclaims the old convict aloud. “All we asts is to live. ‘Live and let live’ is our motto. But you can slave and slave, and never please Mr. Masson.”




  “Mr. Masson—that individual?”




  “Never please him, miss, till you died at his feet, and then you’d be asked to harrange your own funeral. And so Mr. Masson, he turns six of us out to starve, starve miles away from our ‘appy ‘omes. Look at them.”




  Behind this fawning, whining voice was a certain subtle chaff so that, according to the impression made, the conversation can be continued. If the victim is callous the chaff becomes pronounced and personal, otherwise it grows still more lachrymose till the desired result is reached. But Maud was touched at once. She turned flamingly upon Masson and from her silver tongue flowed the oratory she knew so well how to use. She had every man within earshot thrilling to her feet in five minutes. Cutress came out of his hut office and took in the situation at a glance. A moment later he was flying up the valley in the direction of the Castle.




  “What a girl!” he gasped. “Nobody but Julien can save us now.”




  And how Julien came we are already aware. As for Maud, she was making the speech of her life. It was her swan song. Perhaps some instinct told her that the time was coming when she would orate no more. But she had those men about her growing intoxicated with the beauty of her eyes as she had done many a time before. But the girl was born too late. Put the clock back a century or two, and she would have played chess with the map of Europe.




  “Not one stroke of work till those men are reinstated,” she cried.




  “Lord forgive those purty eyes of yours,” Masson muttered. “Trust a woman to set up trouble if she gets the chance.”




  The men stood round with sullen admiration, Finlay and his shiftless crew modestly in the background wearing the martyr’s crown with touching resignation. Masson muttered that the first man who grinned would have his ugly head knocked off. But the mischief was done, and already one or two hot-headed ones were loudly demanding to know why Finlay and Co. had deserved this treatment. All this had taken time, for Maud had been fluent; and then there came another addition to the party in the shape of Dr. Julien. Maud’s face flamed, her stag-like head drooped, she was no longer the fascinating power that dominated men’s minds. She was more like a schoolgirl who had done something foolish. She could not meet the dancing scorn in Julien’s eyes. If he had been angry so that she could play off her anger against his! He was partly amused, and not a little vexed.




  “Will you come along with me?” he asked. “This is hardly the place for a lady. And it isn’t as if you meant what you said. Come along.”




  But Finlay had no mind to allow this. Once deprived of his beautiful ally, the hovering mischief might dissolve into clear air. He shuffled sideways until he fairly hustled Julien. He wanted to feel if the other meant to show fight. He did. His blue eyes were blazing.




  “And what might you call yourself at present?” Julien asked.




  “By my own name, guv’nor—Jim Finlay.”




  “Alias Martin, alias Clement, under which name you got five years at Exeter for half murdering your wife. And you are the kind of cattle that honest men are ready to suffer for. Stand aside.”




  Finlay did so, muttering. Julien pulled Maud’s arm through his own, and passed down the valley with her. Then it somehow came to the minds of the watchers that she was only a headstrong young woman who was going to ‘catch it’ from her sweetheart, after all. It was just the little touch of human nature that makes the whole world kin. And here it was that a reckless young navvy hazarded, with terrible distinctness, the suggestion that Miss and the doctor would make ‘a remarkable handsome couple.’ He could not see the cruel colour flush on Maud’s face or the salt tears in her eyes.




  The oxlike Masson grasped the situation.




  “Blow up, lads,” he cried; “time to push on.”




  Nobody moved as yet. And really you could not expect four hundred free-born Britons to go about-face quite as rapidly as that. Then there arose a tall man with a month-old beard, and a pick on his shoulders, who opened out on these navvies. They would be ashamed of themselves to-morrow. They were taking the side of a handful of worthless wretches; they might cause the bridge to be abandoned in disgust. On their heads would be the starvation of hundreds of honest men, ay, and women and children too. On cold nights, by their own firesides, the recollection of this cruel wrong would come home to them with shame. He was not of them, but he admired them none the less. Then the speaker strode off, followed by a score or so of shamefaced men, and the jeers of Finlay and Co. But Masson soon stopped that. There was a blow and a howl, a sound of maudlin tearfulness, and then the music of the clinking picks began again. Masson followed up with his cavalry.




  “Are you goin’ to stand loafin’ here all day, or are you not?” he yelled. Once he found that terrible tongue of his, it went home. “Get a move on you.”




  They got a move on them. They were terribly silent, but they obeyed. It was all a storm in a teapot; but teapots boil over sometimes and scald fingers in high places. And the man who had pleaded so eloquently, and heartily, and sincerely for the bridge, was Rupert Tregarthen. Verily it is a strange world.




  He had spoken from a deep sense of the righteousness of the thing—he, the man who not so long ago had threatened to depopulate Tregarthen if a single islander dared to raise a hand to help. He gloried in his conversion; he expanded as he thought of the pleasure Mary would feel when she heard of this thing.




  Meanwhile Julien and Maud were moving along silently together. The doctor was waiting for his companion to speak. It was very rude and ungentlemanly of him, but the fact remained.




  “Of course you think I am wrong?” Maud challenged defiantly.




  “Of course,” Julien replied calmly. “It admits of no argument. Now, honestly, don’t you recognize those fellows for six utter blackguards?”




  Maud was forced to admit it. She recalled those evil lowering faces and those whining voices with disgust.




  “Perhaps I should have declined to interfere,” she said.




  “Declined to interfere! Who on earth asked you to interfere? Why, you actually thrust yourself into the midst of the fray. If you had been a mere man you would be on your way to Redruth Hospital by this time. And I will say nothing of the fact that you may have stopped Mrs. Tregarthen’s bridge.”




  A scared expression came over Maud’s face. With true Celtic impulsiveness she had gone to the marrow of the quarrel with no heed of the future or the sweet grass she was trampling down in her eagerness to root up the tares. And Mary’s bridge was as the salvation of Tregarthen.




  “I never thought of that,” she said tearfully. “What shall I do? And Mary Tregarthen has been so very kind to me.”




  “Let it alone,” Julien replied. “Still, it was a queer way to repay hospitality.”




  “And all the fault of those low scoundrels,” Maud cried, with a sudden change of front that filled Julien with inward laughter. “Those navvies are detestable. The truth is not in any one of them.”




  Julien looked down into the beautiful flushed face of his companion. There was an expression in his eye that fortunately she did not see. He bent over in the easy, possessive way that was one of his great charms in her eyes. There was nothing conceited about it; it was an air of possession, of protection.




  “There you are wrong,” he said. “One navvy said a beautiful thing. I was exceedingly pleased with his good taste.”




  “What was that?” Maud asked, hot all over, yet wilfully ignorant.




  “Why, he said that we should make an exceedingly handsome couple. Also I heard him make a bet with a comrade, to the extent of a gallon of beer, that we should be married before the summer was out. Maud!”




  “Well, George?”




  “Ought we to allow that poor young man to lose the comparatively large sum of eighteen-pence?”




  But never a word would Maud say.
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  THERE are golden days that dwell in the memory without the shadow of a single cloud upon them. They come back to us afterwards in times of sorrow, healthy Nepenthe, Mandragora that leaves no hurt behind. A sunset flames in the western sky, the purple shadows chase one another playfully down the tawny side of the mountains, a violet nods under the tender green of the hedgerow. It is nothing; and yet it is everything, for it brings back the memory of that happy time, and the heart is uplifted and comforted.




  Thus Mary on that sunny morning. So far as she could see, there was no cloud anywhere. She had the man she loved on her side, poverty and sorrow and care seemed far away. There was a new gentle tenderness about Tregarthen that she had never seen before. Yet he had lost none of his manliness; indeed, he seemed to have gained in that respect. Cutress appeared to take the whole thing as a matter of course. He assumed at first not to have recognized Tregarthen, then he made a kind of smooth casual apology which was in the best possible taste, and Mary was grateful. She knew that he was doing his best to bring husband and wife together.




  In sooth, there was very little need, Tregarthen had burnt his boats entirely, he had crossed the Rubicon. His defence of the bridge on the previous evening had been generous and heartwhole. He was lost in the contemplation of his own folly and blindness. He was only amazed now that he had not seen the beauty and wisdom of Mary’s plans before. He did not know that the whole island was ringing with his defence of the bridge and that he had come back again to the warm hearts of his people.




  But he found that out presently when he came up to the terrace hard by Bishop’s cottage. Here, in a kind of natural amphitheatre, with hanging gardens below, Mary had proposed to build a series of bungalows. The charm of the situation was at once apparent to Tregarthen’s artistic eye.




  “But who is going to occupy them?” he asked.




  Mary turned her flushed, enthusiastic, beautiful face to his. They stood alone together, the woman in her dainty attire, the man in his moleskins, but a noble pair of lovers for gods and men to see.




  “Why, the islanders, of course,” Mary cried.




  “My dear Mary! Where will they get the money to furnish them? And how can they possibly pay the rent you are bound to ask? I am not going to protest, I shall never protest against anything you do in future; but this seems to me to be entirely out of proportion——”




  “Listen to me,” Mary said—her voice was glad and strong. “The history of Tregarthen, the story of its rule, the story of the Charter, the narrative of my coming, will see the light of day in many papers. Miriam will look to that. Both here and across the water Tregarthen is going to make a sensation. Artists will come here, and Fashion, the best Fashion will follow. Those bungalows will let furnished in the summer for large sums of money. And not one rood of the ground will be sold; we shall be able to choose our own tenants. I shall advance certain of our best people the money to buy furniture at four per cent. Their rents will be as low as possible. They will nearly make enough in the summer to last the winter.”




  “But they can’t all have bungalows?”




  “Of course not, Rupert. I shall only build where the land is of no significant value. The rest of the soil will be tilled for flowers and crops as usual. I shall plant large larch plantations to keep the frost from the flowers. The boys and the elderly men will look after the flowers, and the corn, and the grapes. The old apple trees will be replaced by new ones of choice vintage sorts. I am going to have French experts over to try and improve the quality of the grapes. We are going to produce all our corn and drink on the island as usual—and all the girls who show a talent that way will be taught lace-making by Naomi. Oh, this is going to be the paradise of terrestrial governments.”




  Mary spoke with the deepest feeling and enthusiasm. And she spoke as one does who sees everything laid out before her. There was no reason whatever why all these brave things should not come to pass. Natural circumstances lent aid to the scheme, and there was boundless wealth behind it. Tregarthen’s new-born imagination was working as he looked around him. And the heart that was in him was very warm for Mary.




  She stepped away in front of him a little eagerly to discuss some suggested improvement made by Cutress. Tregarthen was not sorry to be alone for a moment. The bitter controversial spirit was no longer upon him, it never would be again. He had surrendered at discretion, he freely acknowledged that Mary was right. He could see the golden rain falling on Tregarthen, he could see the people rising up and calling Mary blessed. What had he done to deserve all the blessings she was thrusting upon him? And did she love him still? She had told him that she did, and she was not the woman to go from her word. Did he love her?




  Tregarthen lifted his hat reverently.




  “Ay, ay,” he said. “I love her surely enough. Till death do us part. How sweet and beautiful it all sounds now!”




  His eyes fell, and then he tumbled headlong to earth, for Mrs. Bishop, with the ubiquitous child in her arms, stood before him. Mary and Cutress were some distance below and retreat was impossible. Tregarthen vividly recalled his last meeting with Mrs. Bishop and smiled in an ingratiating manner. But there was no reason to fear. The woman stood before him meekly. Her lips were trembling.




  “Tregarthen,” she said, “I came to humbly ask your pardon.”




  “As for that,” Tregarthen replied, “the need for it seems to be mutual.”




  “Yes, it was kind of you to say that. They tell me that you have changed, they say that you are sitting in the light at last. I was told of what you did yesterday. And to-day you are loved and respected in the island as a Tregarthen never was before. And I ask your pardon humbly.”




  The woman was as much changed and transformed as Tregarthen himself. The hard lines had gone from her mouth, the restless, hungry look from her eyes. The blessed spirit of the new times had possessed her. And all this Mary had brought about. Strange that Tregarthen had been so wilfully blind.




  “I am on your side now,” Tregarthen said.




  “Ay, that is good hearing, master. On the side of the angels, our good mistress calls it. And you will sit by her side and make Tregarthen happy. Yes, I can see in your face that you will. I know it and we all know it. Look at my child. There’s a contentment there on his little face I never saw before. He knows, he knows, bless him.”




  Tregarthen turned and followed Mary down the path. There was a mist before his eyes, and the sea seemed to dance in them. Old Bishop was toiling up the cliffs. He paused for a moment.




  “I’m wrong, and we were all wrong,” he said huskily. “God bless you, Tregarthen. Seems as if I had no words to-day.”




  Tregarthen was conscious of the same poverty. He could only wave his hand and smile upon the yearning Jacob. There was a new warmth in the sunshine, a new joy in life, the joy of doing good.




  “And now we are going off to the Sanctuary,” said Mary. “I fancy that I shall have a surprise there for you, Tregarthen.”




  “I have no doubt, and I have no doubt that it will be a pleasant one.”




  Cutress had returned to Trevose with an intimation that he would like to have a few words with Tregarthen later on. Down in the Sanctuary a group of girls and women had gathered in the lesser hall. There was a clicking of bobbins and a rustle of slender filaments over the big oaken pillows, while Naomi moved from one to the other with fingers restlessly, yet lovingly, at work. A brilliant sunshine came filtered through the painted windows on to the bright, flushed faces of the girls. It was a pleasant sight and one that Tregarthen could have contemplated for a considerable time.




  “Tregarthen, you are not angry?” Naomi asked timidly.




  “Not I, indeed,” Tregarthen replied. “My wife told me she had a surprise for me here, and I said I was sure it would be a pleasant one. Naomi, you look like a girl who has found a lover.”




  Naomi smiled tenderly upon the exquisite pattern of lace that lay on the big table before her. Her eyes were bright as those of a child. She had something to live for now, some door for the outpouring of her artistic soul. Heaven only knew how many years she had been eating her heart out in silence.




  “Ay, I have,” she said. “I am happy at last. Look at these patterns. Did you ever see anything like them before? There are scores of them—they have come from cupboards and hiding-places all over the island. It is all supposed to be a lost art, but before long Tregarthen will take first place in all the Courts of Europe. The art is mine, and it is Ruth’s, and it will soon belong to others. I have five people here who will some day know more than I know myself. Ay, it was a blessed day for me when mistress Mary first came to the island.”




  “It was a blessed day for us all,” Tregarthen cried aloud. He stood there big and strong, and good to look upon. He was going to do penance before these girls, and he was going to do it well. “Otherwise the island was doomed, and I a lost man. And now, if my wife will forget my folly and wickedness, and take me to her heart, why then I shall not have lived in vain. She has made a man of me, and I hope she will finish the good work. Naomi, I have been very cruel to you.”




  Naomi was crying gently. Ruth, who had come in, was standing behind her, admiration and gladness shining in her great dark eyes. Mary caught at Tregarthen’s fingers and carried them to her lips.




  “Don’t let us say any more,” said Naomi. “Oh, thank God, thank God.”




  Tregarthen strode outside. He wanted air. Presently Mary followed him. For a long time they walked side by side in silence. Then Mary looked up with face aflame, with love on her quivering lips.




  “Rupert, you will not go away again?” she said.




  “Ah. You are asking me to come to you, dearest. Why?”




  “Why? Because I love you, I have loved you all along. Because you have found the light, and because I believe I am as essential to your happiness as you are to mine. Do not go away again, Rupert.”




  “I will not go far. Give me a day or two to find myself. And I can’t desert Cutress altogether. As if I could leave you now!”




  Her hands fluttered out to him, and he caught them in his strong fingers. Then she seemed to come to his breast like a dove. Their lips met in a long pressure, and there was no need for words when heart spoke to heart as a flower blooms. Then Mary gently released herself and walked homewards. Tregarthen made no attempt to follow her—he knew that there was no need.




  He walked almost blindly on, stumbling over his own happiness. He did not seem to know that Tretire stood before him and was trying to attract his attention. Earth rose up to the level of his eyes at last.




  “What did you say I had cause to fear?” he asked hazily.




  “Finlay and his lot,” said Gervase. “I came to warn you, ay, to save you, for your life is too precious to be sacrificed now. Tregarthen, I found your worth out long ago, and now that the island——”




  “My good Gervase, I am satiated. They have all been chanting my praises to-day, little as I deserve it. What are these men going to do?”




  “Well, they are loitering in the neighbourhood. They fancy that you got them discharged. Maybe they will do you a mischief or maybe they will try to harm the new pier of the bridge. That means putting the clock back for six months. And Cutress and Masson shake their heads, saying they have had that kind of idle threat from such cattle before.”




  Tregarthen was listening curiously. It was possible that Tretire was right. And one of those men had threatened him personally. The thing touched his imagination, it touched his courage also.




  “We shall see,” he said. “Gervase, I shall not sleep to-night.”




  “And where you are,” Tretire replied, “there shall I be—master.”




  Then their hands met, and the cloud between them rolled away for ever.




  XXXVIII — PRO PATRIA MORI
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  TREGARTHEN had no fear for himself, moreover his contempt for those beneath him was by no means a dead letter. He still believed in his heart of hearts that the islanders would do anything he desired. Even now, at the last gasp, he was under the impression that his people would go any lengths for him. And even in Trevose those miscreants would never dare——




  But Prescott was of a different opinion. He sat smoking in the gloom, the glowing bowl of his pipe lighting up his face redly.




  “They are a reckless lot, and none the less dangerous because they are a set of miserable cowards. Personally, I’m glad Cutress is rid of them. I’m going home in a few days, my weary probation is nearly at an end, and I should not like to leave a tragedy behind me.”




  “But they wouldn’t murder one?”




  “Perhaps not, unless they were certain of safety, and even then it would take the whole gang to do it. But I should fancy that violence was hardly their game. They belong to the old bad machinery-wrecking school. What I fear for is the safety of the piers.”




  “But how could they damage the piers?”




  “Easily, my friend. There are dynamite cartridges to be had. I could pick the lock of the dynamite chest with the greatest ease. We are too careless over these things.”




  Tregarthen refused to consider the matter, but it lingered with him long after he and Prescott had fallen upon the discussion of other things. He could not sleep, Prescott’s regular breathing annoyed him.




  He rose and dressed and slipped out into the silent night. It was very still, for the tide was high so that work was utterly at a standstill. A ragged moon was climbing up over the purple shoulder of Tintagel. Like a sentinel the first fair white feet of the new pier stood from the lopping sea. The boats were drawn high up under the herring-curing house.




  A little further on stood piles of sand, and brick, and iron bars, and the implements with which the sons of labour won their concrete marvels from the sea. At the back of this was the cave where dynamite was stored. In something more than idle curiousity Tregarthen examined the lock by the aid of a match. He saw at once that it had been tampered with. There were marks of some sharp steel tool on the staple.




  Tregarthen flamed indignantly. Those miscreants had been here. Without a doubt they were bent upon some mischief, and that mischief could mean nothing less than the destruction of the new pier. Tregarthen could imagine Mary’s disappointment and vexation. If this foul thing was done, then Tregarthen would have to face another winter in the old dangerous fashion, and no winter ever passed without the sea taking its toll of those who had business or pleasure between the island and the mainland.




  And nobody ever knew who the next victim might be. Suppose it was Guy or his wife, or the popular Julien. It might even be Mary. Tregarthen felt sick and faint as the thought flashed upon him. His strained eyes were looking seaward for the first faint signs of mischief. Was it imagination or was there a faint light twinkling at the base of the pier? The average man would not have seen it, but Tregarthen’s sight, like those of the islanders generally, was wonderfully quick and keen.




  It was a light. Tregarthen was certain of it. Already the tide was on the turn, and soon the ledge of rock upon which the base of the new pier was built would be clear of the water. The light vanished, only to reappear again, and then it gradually moved a little unsteady distance.




  “The miscreants!” Tregarthen muttered. “But they shall have a lesson.”




  He took the first boat to hand and dragged it down to the water. He tumbled in and pulled steadily for the pier. He was too angry and annoyed to take anything like proper precautions, and was utterly heedless that the steady ‘flick-flack’ of his sculls was plainly audible to those on mischief bent. Finlay paused, drill in hand, and his furtive face grew shifty and uneasy. A tall reed of a man with an ugly scar on his lip stood over him with a candle. Finlay spoke in a whisper, his metaphor plentifully interlarded with oaths.




  “Put down the candle,” he said huskily. “Here’s somebody coming.”




  “Let’s hook it in the boat,” the weedy man suggested eagerly. “What’s the good o’ this? They’ll build it up again, and they’ll bring it home to us for certain. Better to have knocked the cove on the ‘ead.”




  “Ay, there’s a lot of knockin’ on the ‘ead about you, long ‘un,” Finlay said, with sarcastic emphasis. “Spile the work, I say. Make the nobs pay for it. Will you hold that candle down!”




  The long gentleman looked uneasily about him. He could swear and threaten, he could use brutal violence towards the poor forsaken creature who so timidly called him husband, but he had no stomach for personal strife. And it was borne in upon his narrow intelligence that somebody was coming. A boat grated on the shore and Tregarthen came forward.




  “Come out of that, you scoundrels!” he cried.




  There were three of them. They were caught red-handed, with the dynamite cartridges at their feet and the drills in their hands. It would mean what their picturesque language called ‘a five stretch,’ e.g. five years’ penal servitude. And this very fact meant danger to Tregarthen. Given the avenue, these rascals would have bolted like hares from the meanest thing that stands upright; but here they were cornered, and consequently desperate.




  “We ain’t a doin’ no ‘arm,” Finlay said cringingly. “Gimme that spanner, Bill.” The last words in a feline purring whisper to the third man, broad like a wall, red as a fox, and horribly marked with smallpox. “We ain’t up to no mischief. You take and ‘ook it, mister.”




  A wise man would have scented danger here and retired discreetly. Tregarthen was almost beside himself with indignation. Outrage, outrage in the shadow of the island where crime had never been before! The Homeric wrath came well from the man whose Castle was packed with the artistic stories of lost lives. But Tregarthen Island is loftily aloof on the subject of wrecking.




  “You are three infamous scoundrels,” Tregarthen cried. “There is the dynamite, and there are the drills. You are going to destroy the pier. You shall pay for this.”




  Thus spoke blind, unreasoning anger. Beyond the fear that rendered him hoarse, Finlay was beginning to feel a deep contempt for his antagonist. The fool might have known, he argued, that no explosion could take place till their precious hides were safe. A wise man would have lain low like the historic Brer Rabbit, and quietly withdrawn the charge after their departure. Then he would have gone to bed and had them arrested in the morning. But Tregarthen had no diplomacy, he had been too autocratic a man for that. Finlay signed for the big man to come forward, whilst he crept behind Tregarthen with the spanner.




  The tall man with the weak knees took up his cue immediately. He assumed an air of deep personal injury. He was ‘doin’ of nothink;’ he had been ‘doin’ of nothink’ all his lifetime, and the consequence was that oppression had marked him down for her own. He could lay his hand upon his bosom and swear to the gentleman as he was not up to hanythink. Consequently, why should he be selected?




  He danced forward with an evil change of face as the spanner came down with full force on Tregarthen’s head. He fell over on his knees, half blind for an instant and dazed by the violence of the attack. But for that sudden vengeful change on the tall man’s face, he would never have understood.




  Tregarthen did not come of a wild reckless stock for nothing. If he was going to lose his life he would exact a price for it. If he lay dead here, as white stark fruit for the next creeping tide, the men who had done the deed should be their own damning witnesses. The blood streamed off his face, but he staggered to his feet and pushed off his boat. There was a big jack-knife in his pocket. He wrenched open the blade and lurched for the tall man. He skipped across the narrow platform of rock, and as he did so Tregarthen dropped to his knees.




  “Not yet,” he muttered. “Lord, give me a little strength!”




  He scrambled along to where the other boat lay. Finlay dashed upon him and beat him on the shoulders with the spanner. But Tregarthen had his teeth set now, he was going through with it. He had his hand on the painter of the boat, a keen down stroke of the knife and the strands parted. The second boat floated away, away into the darkness, all that could be seen was a ledge of rock with its white pier—three white angry faces gleaming in the feeble light of a ship’s candle. Tregarthen had not failed. Come what may, he had saved the initial stage of the bridge from destruction.




  “Now then, you scoundrels,” he cried, “you are helpless. You dare not destroy the bridge for the sake of your miserable lives. You will be discovered in the morning and handed over to the police. As for me, I have done the best day’s work I ever did in my life. But what of you now?”




  He fell over on his side speechless, blind, half insensible. He lay there as if dead; indeed, the miscreants believed that they had finished him. Not that they felt the smallest compunction on that account, being fully occupied with the best methods of preserving their own lives for the benefit of an anxious community. But the three faces in the candle gleam were ghastly white.




  “Now you’ve done it!” the pock-marked man muttered. “What shall we do?”




  “Fling the dynamite and the tools into the sea,” Finlay said huskily. “Ay, an’ fling ‘im into the sea too. When the tide is low, before daylight, we’ll swim for it and trust to chanst. Come along.”




  “Perhaps he ain’t dead,” suggested the big man.




  “Well, he precious soon will be. Come along.”




  Urged by oaths and reproaches the others obeyed. It was not a pleasant job, but there was no other way out of it. The limp ghastly burden hung in their hands a moment, there was a sudden plunge and then silence. And the silence on that ledge of rock lasted till the dawn came up grey and gloomy.




  But Tregarthen was not dead. At the cold touch of the water a certain vague consciousness came to him; as in a dream, he remembered everything. He knew, and yet he did not know, that he was in the sea. Many a time he had swum those waters, and he knew the current and tides by heart. If he could only keep up his strength all would be well yet. He let himself drift, and then once again the black unconsciousness shut down on him.




  But only for the moment. Once more the clouded brain struggled to the light. He felt the shingle and gritty sand under his knees, he dragged himself up to the valley painfully and slowly. The shock had stopped the bleeding, but he was weak and staggering, and intensely cold. If he could reach shelter all would be well. Once he got down he knew that he must die.




  His memory was not clear now, he could not for the life of him recollect where he was. As he staggered along he saw a light burning high and clear before him. The lantern in the Castle tower!




  The tower, of course. And why not the Castle? He was certain of a welcome there, for had not Mary asked him to return? He had declined before, but he felt that he could do so now, for he had won the right. He had cried mea culpa, he had been ready to give his life to save the bridge. Mary would take him up tenderly, she would pour oil into his wounds. If he could only get there!




  To lie here and die when love and home and a true sweet wife were waiting for him would be too bitter, something beyond words.




  He made one more effort, he staggered on till he stood in the shadow of the Castle. Thank God there were lights in the lower rooms, so they had not gone to bed. As a matter of fact it was not yet eleven o’clock. Tregarthen rose and pulled the bell with the might of a warrior. Then he fell on the threshold, a wet, limp, wasted rag of a man, spent to his last breath.




  The clanging peal startled the household, it brought Mary into the hall. With the rest she pressed to the door. And she was first to recognize both the man and the tragedy. Her face was deadly pale, but her voice was steady. She motioned Gervase Tretire and Ruth to her side.




  “It is your master,” she said. “He has come to us at last, thank God, come home!”




  “Across the golden bridge,” said Tregarthen.




  XXXIX — THE BLOOMING OF THE ROSE
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  TREGARTHEN lay in a confused tangle of dreams, the warm languorous phantasy that is pink and tender. He seemed to see a pair of melting eyes looking into his and the outline of a lovely face full of sympathy. A long way off somewhere a voice was speaking.




  “Poor fellow! If you let him die I’ll call shame on you all. And listen to what I have to say.”




  “You have a great deal too much to say, sweetheart,” said Julien or his ghost. “Will you please be silent?”




  “But, George, all I was going to——”




  “Maud, I command silence. Die! Nonsense!”




  “Well, well,” Maud whispered, with the suggestion of a smile in her voice. “It’s an evil day for a woman when she calls a man her master, George dear.”




  Tregarthen opened his eyes. He was lying, fully dressed, on a lounge in the big saloon, and the afternoon sun came filtered through the stained windows on his face. He looked round vaguely for a figure he could not see. And yet Maud was very pleasant to gaze upon. Tregarthen wondered how he got there, wondered why his head felt stiff and sore. Then it came back to him.




  “What are you young people quarrelling about?” he asked.




  “George has asked me to marry him, and I have said yes,” Maud explained. “I should like to know if you have any objection to that?”




  “It is outside my jurisdiction. And I am sincerely glad. Because I have so frequently quarrelled with Julien, that is no reason why I should have failed to recognize him as a good fellow. So we are both tamed, Miss Maud.”




  Maud not only admitted the terrible accusation, but seemed to rejoice in the new fetters. There was a gentle playfulness about her which was very charming. And Tregarthen’s eyes were full of sympathy.




  “So it is all settled,” Maud cried gaily. “The Dowager Lady Carrib has signified her gracious approval, and piously and publicly returns thanks for the cloud removed from our house. She has also given me some diamonds.”




  “And so shall I,” Tregarthen declared. “You have, unwittingly perhaps, been a far better surgeon to me than Dr. Julien ever was.”




  “Including an indirect influence in a crude surgical operation,” Julien suggested.




  They all laughed. It was a small jest, but there are times when small jests assume large proportions. Tregarthen had been there for ten days in a kind of living coma, to the great anxiety of his friends, excepting Julien, who had prophesied a speedy recovery. He had been clothed and fed all the time, but he had no recollection of anything. Anyway, there was no damage done beyond a certain loss of blood. A good meal would do more good than all the physic in the world.




  “Where is my wife?” he asked.




  “Gone down to the Sanctuary with Eleanor Guy,” said Maud. “I begged to be allowed to see you. They haven’t caught any of those men.”




  “What men?” said Tregarthen.




  “Why, the men who attacked you! We know all about that, because when you got here you told your story pretty fully. And those miscreants I was so foolish as to defend have got clear away.”




  Tregarthen declared that he was very glad to hear it. It pleased him to regard himself as being under great personal obligations to Finlay and Co. They had swept away the last of his prejudices and carried him over bodily to the side of the angels. He was glad that he had shed his blood for Mary and the bridge that was to bring such blessings to Tregarthen Island.




  “I’m real pleased to know that you are one of us,” Maud said gravely.




  Tregarthen glanced into Maud’s sweet face before catching the dancing demon of mirth all agog in Julien’s eye. Then he burst into a laugh, such a clear, heartwhole, ringing mirth as he had never given before—the forefather of an illustrious line of laughs, like Ebenezer Scrooge’s on that cheery Christmas morning. Then Maud caught the spirit of the fun, and her own illogical position came clear before her. So she laughed also, and upon the honest laughter, which must surely have been the echo of a distant joyful Heaven, Mary came in. She could not have had a more perfect welcome.




  “I feel,” she said unsteadily, “that I am home at last.”




  “Thank God,” Tregarthen cried. “So do I. Mary, Mary!”




  She saw his hands go out to her, he saw her quiver under her jacket. Mrs. Guy, following behind, became suddenly absorbed in a picture, to the great bewilderment of the honest rector, who stood beside her. As Julien came out, most wickedly and ostentatiously quarrelling with Maud, Guy understood.
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  Those two were close together at last. Mary had her hand tenderly upon Tregarthen’s grey hair, a little greyer than it had been some months before. But the proud look had gone from his eyes and the hard lines from his mouth. It was another man who filled Mary’s blue eyes.




  “Do you remember the last time we were close together?” she asked.




  “Ay, ay.” He could say no more for the moment. “Ay, ay, dear wife. You were cruel; but you were only cruel to be kind.”




  “God is my witness to that. Do you feel better, Rupert?”




  “My dear, there is nothing the matter with me at all. I am stronger and happier than I have ever been before I tried to make Tregarthen the ideally perfect island, and yet never was a man further from his conceptions. You are right, Mary; you have been right from the very first. Every word you have said was true, every action has been inspired. The island will be better for honest work and prosperity. I have learnt all that. I learnt it in that awful journey to Wadebridge; I learnt it from watching Tretire; I learnt it from that grand old woman who gave us shelter on the way. When the light began to come to me, I made up my mind to finish the lesson in the great cities. But I discovered my weakness and my impotence, and I dared not go. So I stayed here and learnt it amongst the navvies. Every one of them was a better man than I. I found goodness and tenderness and feeling amongst them, and the few bad qualities were balanced by the good. I see now to what a pitch of misery and sloth my pride was bringing on the island. Mary, let me stay here and work out my salvation.”




  “You want to stay here as my husband?”




  “Yes, yes. To help you, to be your right hand. Is it too much to ask?”




  “Oh no, no,” Mary cried. “Rupert, I want you. I love you, Rupert. I believe that I have been in love with you since I was a child. I have a portrait of yours taken some years ago by an American artist. I expect I fell in love with that. Let us join hands, Rupert, for the good of Tregarthen. And so you will stay with me and I will be happy ever afterwards.”




  She was laughing and crying in a breath, the happy tears rose in her eyes. Tregarthen stretched out his arms to her, and she came. For a long time she knelt there, with her head on his breast. There was no need for words, for between their hearts was a perfect understanding. For the Spring had come, the prophecy would be fulfilled, and Tregarthen would blossom like a rose.




  “So it is settled, then?” Mary spoke at length. “I can hear the grand anthem that love and happiness are singing in my ears. I see the golden avenue spring out at my feet. I have done the first stage of my work, and I shall resign the sceptre. Nay, I will, Rupert. I can do so by the Charter. A man should rule, and you are going to rule, with me by your side.”




  “And you will rule me to the end of time, sweetheart.”




  “Of course,” Mary said demurely. “By love and perfect trust alone. But there should be a man on the throne, and you shall be Tregarthen of Tregarthen again. Ah, when you come to realize how those people can care for you!”




  She broke off suddenly, and, stooping down, kissed Tregarthen on the lips.




  “I am going to fetch in the others,” she said.




  They came presently, and one look filled them all with satisfaction. They had no need for Mary’s trembling eager explanation. Maud burst into a new panegyric that was as the music of her own Celtic waters. For once the mad strain was uppermost, and Julien made no effort to stop it.




  “I don’t ever recollect shedding tears in my life,” said Miriam; “but at the present time I could do so with the faintest encouragement. I shall never be able to take an interest in American politics again.”




  “Then stay here,” Mrs. Guy urged. “Stay near me. My prayers have been answered, and I shall have, not one, but two, congenial houses near me. Stay here and keep Mary in order.”




  “Be her slave, you mean,” Miriam laughed. “Well, that will be no novelty. I always felt that I ought to be near her.”




  “Don’t worry about me,” Maud said, with dignity.




  “You have been worry enough,” said Mrs. Guy, candidly. “If you only knew the trouble I had in getting you and George Julien together. Even after I saw that you were in love with one another I was fearful of some mad Celtic prank of Maud’s upsetting everything. But it’s all right now.”




  “I will stay here,” Miriam said. “At least, for part of the year. I shall take one of the new bungalows. After that there is no more to be said.”




  “I beg your pardon,” Tregarthen put in. “A most important thing. I am exceedingly hungry. Let me have dinner early, and I will grace the festive board with my presence. Guy, you like a good dinner.”




  “I dote upon it,” Guy admitted; “but quite in a Pickwickian sense, of course.”




  They dined early in the small hall, with the shaded lights upon palms and flowers, upon crystal glass and old silver, and there was a gaiety and happiness in the air that comes but seldom in the lives of any of us. They talked for the most part of the future of Tregarthen and afterwards they broke up in groups. Julien with Maud at the piano, Guy and his wife and Miriam, whilst Tregarthen and Mary slipped through the ante-room and out by the long open window on to the lawn that looked far away to sea. A crescent moon rode high on the purple bosom of the night, the boom of the surges came droning inland. Tregarthen stood there looking into the room.




  “Do those two young people fascinate you?” Mary asked.




  “It isn’t that,” Tregarthen explained. “It reminds me of the night you found me, like a disconsolate Adam out of Paradise, and urged me to come in. In the light of that miserable evening, I like to stand here and see Julien making love to that lovely creature. I may be playing the spy, but I can’t help it. Ah, Mary, there is a fine contrast between then and now.”




  “Life is made up of contrasts,” Mary said gravely. “We go from one extreme to the other without knowing it hardly. Look at Tregarthen to-day, and think what it will be this time next year. And see the happy faces now and recollect——”




  “How I held the veil over them. I——”




  Tregarthen paused, and Mary drew him back. There, in the moonlight, Tretire and Ruth were walking. His arm was about her waist, her head near his shoulder. So engrossed were they in their own happiness that they seemed to see and hear nothing of the world.




  “And to think how nearly I ruined that romance,” said Tregarthen. “Whichever way I look I see something to be sorry for.”




  “Then look at me,” Mary said eagerly. “Look to the future, and strive to make that future a happy one. Yonder will be houses and gardens that shall bring money and prosperity here. Over yonder again shall be such cottages as Tregarthen never dreamt of. Along the edges of the valley green larches shall grow and keep the frost from the flowers for ever. My garden of sleep is going to be no dull desert of pain. And God only helps those who help themselves. Look to the future, Rupert, work and hope and toil, and the day is not far distant when Tregarthen shall blossom like a rose.”




  Mary spoke with a fine sense of prophecy upon her, spoke with glittering eye and cheek aflame. She made a lovely picture as she stood there in the moonlight. Tregarthen caught her to his heart and kissed her.




  “Mary,” he said, “ah, Mary! And it shall be as you say. Tregarthen shall blossom like a rose, but the fairest bloom in all the garden will be my own Rose of Sharon, my heart’s delight.”




  END
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  A pool of light cast by the shaded lamps on the dinner table picked out the points of old silver and the ruby lakes in the cut-glass decanters. A pile of filberts stood up russet warm against gleaming mahogany. The cloth had been drawn, as was the post-prandial custom at Broadwater. Narcissus might have lingered lovingly over that polished, flawless board. Lancelot Massey put his claret down somewhat hastily, and Sir George sighed. The thought of a scratch on that mahogany poisoned his after-dinner cigarette.




  "My dear boy," Sir George said, plaintively, "it cannot, must not be. Excuse me; your glass seemed to grate somewhat. I hope you haven't—"




  Lance hastened to assure his uncle and his host that no damage had been done. The thin, handsome, white face opposite relaxed into a smile. Sir George looked upon himself more as the curator of a priceless gallery of art than the master of Broadwater. The big oak-panelled dining-room might have been looted for the Wallace collection, with advantage to the latter. Five generations of Masseys had been collectors. There were pictures beyond price, china with a history, intaglios of spotless pedigree. The prints and engravings at Broadwater had a national reputation. And Sir George was a man of letters. He published slim volumes of essays, poetry faintly clear on large margins. At present he was engaged on a play that would revolutionise the stage. That his mind was slightly going only Lancelot and the family physician knew. At 65 most of the Masseys became insane, in a highly-bred, gentlemanly way, the result of too much inter-marrying. Lance's mother had been a robust North Country girl, and Lance was very little of a Massey, as Sir George frequently reminded him. Still, he had all the refinement and artistic sense of the race; his novels were slowly lifting him to the front rank, and a recent comedy had brought him a reputation. And now he was down at Broadwater, re-writing a drama that had been going the rounds in England and in America for years.




  It would not go begging now, though it required considerable alteration. Lance could see that in the light of recent experience. But the great novel idea was there. Some day that play was going to become classic.




  "I tell you it cannot be," Sir George repeated.




  Lance started guiltily. His blue eyes had gone far beyond the room. With his keen, delicate, and yet strong, clean-shaven face, he was not unlike an actor of high class.




  "What is it that will not do, sir?" he asked.




  "Why, this suggested marriage between you and our young relative, Lyn Verity. Now I am very fond of Lyn. She is beautiful and accomplished. She suggests Greuze to me, and Carnova, and, to a certain extent, Gainsborough. Physically speaking, there would be no more perfect chatelaine for Broadwater after I have gone. But the Veritys have allied themselves to the Masseys far too long. Lyn's father murdered her mother in America. I took my old friend's child into the house, and here she has been ever since. I am going to provide handsomely for Lyn. All the same, I have made up my mind that you are not to marry her."




  Sir George spoke nervously, but with all the mulish obstinacy of the weak man. Lance's thin, clear-cut lips were pressed a little closer together.




  "And if I make up my mind to please myself in this matter?" he suggested.




  A quick ruby flush, like the bloom of a peach, came into Sir George's cheeks. His usually clear voice sounded a little cracked now, like the enamel on his Limoges plates. The words carried far. Few of the oak floors at Broadwater were carpeted.




  "Then I should have to please myself," he said. "I cannot deprive you of the title; nobody can. But I may remind you that the property is not entailed. I can leave Broadwater and all its priceless possessions to whom I please. You are artistic, refined, a gentleman, and, like myself, a distinguished man of letters."




  Lance smiled behind his hand.




  "Very well. Here is an ideal place to do good work in. Look whatever way you will, and the eye is pleased, and the senses elevated. From early days you have regarded yourself as heir to all this. And it is in your power to become Sir Lancelot Massey of Broadwater. But if you defy me in this matter I will turn you out without a single shilling."




  Again the travelling voice rose high and clear, again the faint red was lined on the speaker's cheeks. The madness was coming nearer and nearer. And Lance was discreetly silent. What was the use of arguing against a fixed principle like this? The time of monomania had arrived. And that had been a terrible business in America.




  "I will think over what you say, sir," Lance murmured.




  Sir George smiled. His face was transformed altogether. There was a certain wistful tenderness in his glance. He patted Lance's hand with his slim jewelled fingers.




  "I'm glad," he said. "I am very fond of you, my dear boy. There is the painful suggestion of a scratch made by your glass. But it's nothing at all."




  It was a great concession; there was something quite pathetic in the touch of comedy.




  "And now I'll go and do an hour on my play," Sir George said. "I feel in the mood for it."




  The play might have been a play at one time, but now it was little more than meaningless nonsense, as Lance knew. It was beautifully written, page by page, on sheets of Sir George's best vellum notepaper, one page corrected and passed approved every day, and carefully dated. There was even a one-time actor-manager on the premises, who acted as standing counsel for the great work. There was no harm in all this, but it would have given Lancelot exquisite pleasure to have kicked Malcolm Stott off the premises with great damage to that histrionic light.




  Malcolm Stott was smoking cigarettes in the library. A short, fat man, with a round face and blue eyes of a slightly dissipated child. He looked so round and chubby and innocent that most people were apt to treat him quite as a boy. But there were deep lines under the blue eyes, the hair was white, and the plump fingers shook in the queer staccato way that tells its own tale to a man of the world. At one time Stott had climbed high in the profession; he had been the victim of a deep-seated conspiracy in two hemispheres, he said. As a matter of fact, he had washed his genius and his nerves out with whisky, and the innocent-looking boy was one of the most cold-blooded and unscrupulous rascals who ever smiled into the face of an honest man.




  "I thought you'd come," he said. "I have a suggestion to make—a suggestion to improve the play. You recollect where George Martin is on the point of leaving home?"




  Sir George assented eagerly. Stott pressed his hand to his side and groaned.




  "The old weakness," he said faintly. "But do not mind me. It will pass."




  Sir George suggested that there was brandy on the dining-room buffet. He would fetch a glass. Stott could not tolerate the idea of giving his worthy host so much trouble. He must fight down this weakness—the doctors had told him as much. In the dining-room he poured out half a tumbler of brandy, and tossed it down. Then he returned to the library with the decanter, and helped himself to a thimbleful with the air of a shuddering martyr.




  "A good medicine, Sir George," he said, "especially to abstemious men like ourselves."




  His eyes roamed round the room; he talked of the play and dramatic art in a trickly stream of words. An observing man would have said that the fellow was miserably ill-at-ease. But Sir George was too full of the new suggestion to think of anything else. He failed to note that Stott's eyes were ever on the door. Once the butler entered, and the little man shook as if he saw a warrant in the old servitor's glance.




  "Black should be here with the letters from Swanley," he said. "I am expecting—"




  "Yes, yes," Sir George interrupted. "I told Long to bring them in directly they came. Now as to that note left by George Martin when he is going to destroy himself. I rather fancy that was your brilliant idea, Stott?"




  Stott modestly disclaimed the credit—which was soothing to the baronet's vanity. He sat under the glare of a reading lamp, with a litter of those thick sheets of paper about him. A footman came in with a pile of letters on a salver, and Sir George glanced at them in an absent way. Stott was looking at them, too, in a frightened, gasping fashion. A blue envelope with four flaring American stamps lay on the top of the pack. Stott upset them all clumsily, and gathered them again with a meek apology. All the same, a minute later the American letter was in his pocket, and he was helping himself to brandy with a liberal hand. A man escaping from the gallows with safety in his grasp could have looked no more ghastly.




  "It's—it's the pain again," he stammered. "A little nausea as well. I'll lie down in my own room, and smoke a cigarette. I shall return presently if I am up to it. You will work late, Sir George?"




  "I am interested," Massey replied. "The inspiration—the divine afflatus is upon me. Possibly I may be here till 2 o'clock—perhaps later. You may go, Stott."




  It was a dismissal—bland, dignified, but firm. Stott went off with a grin on his face. But his lips were still ghastly blue, and he shuffled upstairs like one in the first stage of paralysis. He could not smoke just yet; he felt too sick for that. He took the letter from his pocket, opened it, and read it hastily. Then he burnt it, and ground the ashes into powder.




  "A near thing, a very near thing," he murmured. "That man would strangle me if he only knew. And I cannot keep the knowledge from him much longer. A cable message, an inquiry through a lawyer, and I am ruined. Well, I must take the goods the gods provide—the little legacy and all the rest of it. Nobody will know how Sir George—What a fool I was not to bring that brandy decanter up here! I shall want most of it before morning."




  II — WAS IT SUICIDE?
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  From the point of the guide-book and the tourist, the drawing- room at Broadwater is not a show place. It has no great historic pictures, no priceless statues, or cases of china, or coins or cameos. But it has the most artistic furniture, the pictures are Greuzes and the like, and the tapestry is a dream. So also is the ceiling—a marvellous piece of coloring and design. There are deep stone windows, filled for the most part with stained glass, and at either end is a conservatory which opens into the room, so that it seems to be framed in flowers. A score of rare lamps, with all kinds of heavy shades, make the apartment wonderfully pleasing and restful to the eye. And here Lyn Verity made her court, and lived out most of her pleasing life.




  She looked very like a dainty picture in black velvet as Lance came into the room. She turned from a pile of engravings to greet him, and when he took the dainty figure into his arms and kissed her she seemed to regard it as quite the natural thing to do.




  "So you've been catching it, sir," Lyn said, with a charming smile. "Sir George's voice is a singularly penetrating one. Still, he might recollect that the servants have ears. When Long brought in my coffee I thought he was going to commiserate with me."




  "I am afraid we shall have to take the law into our own hands, Lyn," said Lance.




  Lyn smiled demurely. At the same time she looked a little anxious. She was very much in love with this man; all Broadwater was as nothing to her without him. And yet she hesitated for his sake to lose it all. They stood for some little time gazing into the wood fire, both troubled and anxious.




  "He says I am to give you up, dearest," Lance said.




  "I heard him," the girl replied, with the same dazzling smile. "I should imagine that most of the household must have heard him for that matter. But I don't quite see how you are going to give me up without the most unpleasant consequences, Lance. I believe that the law is particularly severe upon a—"




  Lance laid his hand over the speaker's mouth. She was about to say something indiscreet—and walls have ears. His face was grave as hers was smiling.




  "Darling," he said, "it is hateful to me to refer to that topic. But you know perfectly well what the dear old boy's objection is. It is ten years since that business happened, and we all took the story for granted. It was more or less investigated for Sir George at the time by Malcolm Stott, who then had a theatre of his own in New York. Isn't it just possible that the whole thing—"




  "Should have been no more than a dreadful accident, Lance. You know what those awful American papers are like. Anything for a sensation. And I mistrust Stott. If Sir George were in his—I mean if he were as clear-headed as he used to be, he wouldn't tolerate that drinking, slimy little wretch in the house at all. Stott plays upon his vanity, of course. He pretends to believe in that impossible play."




  "I wish that we could get rid of him; I shall never feel safe so long as he is in the house. And if he discovers our secret—"




  "Ah!" Lance exclaimed, "I had never thought of that."




  "It would be a dreadful weapon for him. And he has great influence over Sir George. And Sir George can leave his property where he chooses. Lance, there is a tragedy hanging over this house, and the tragedy is going to fall. How it will come I don't know, but I can feel it in the air. If you could clear my father's name—"




  Lyn paused for a moment. Lance was regarding her with loving eye. He drew her to his side, and kissed the red lips that trembled ever so slightly.




  "You have an idea," he whispered. "Tell me what it is."




  "You are going to America before long," Lyn said, thoughtfully. "And you will have to be in New York some time, after your play is produced there. I want you to make inquiries; to sift the matter to the bottom. It never has been properly done; we have always taken too much for granted. We have only Malcolm Stott's word and the copy of an old newspaper. And Stott is your enemy and mine. It is to his interest to foster trouble between Sir George and yourself over me. Lance, I hate that man. I am afraid of him. And he is afraid in his turn; he is afraid of the American mails."




  "What can he possibly have to be afraid of, Lyn?"




  "I don't know. Being always here, I have the chance of watching him. Of late I have noticed that he is always hanging about when the morning and evening letters come. One day, a fortnight ago, I was down before him. There was an American letter for Sir George. A moment later, and Stott passed through the hall, and I missed that letter. And Sir George said the next day that he had had no American correspondence for a long time. He commented on the fact at breakfast, and Stott looked like a guilty wretch, caught red-handed. We must get to the bottom of it, Lance."




  Lance was listening with grave attention. Personally he disliked Stott quite as much as Lyn appeared to do. He knew that the fellow had had large sums of money from Sir George; he felt him to be utterly unscrupulous. And he was playing on the baronet's weakness now. Nor was it the slightest use arguing with Sir George. His mind was going; he had all the obstinacy of the man of feeble intellect. Under these circumstances Stott might do a deal of mischief. But why should he steal those American letters? What had the fellow to fear from that quarter?




  "Our policy is to be quiet," Lance said. "We must pretend to notice nothing, and keep our eyes open at the same time. Madison may produce my play at any time, and, if so, I shall be compelled to visit the States. Then I will do my best. And if I could only find that we have been mistaken, Lyn—"




  He did not care to say more. Lyn was regarding him with slightly troubled eyes. His arm was about her waist still; she was absently playing with the silken collar of his dinner jacket. The door opened softly, and Malcolm Stott slid in. If he had noticed anything he did not show it in his face. He spoke with the easy air of one who feels pretty certain of his welcome.




  "No, I won't stay," he said. "I came for a book for Sir George. If there is going to be any music I might perhaps be tempted—"




  "There will be no music," Lyn said shortly. "I am going to bed."




  She gave a little wave of her hand, and disappeared. Stott held the door for her politely. He did not look in the least crushed. But just for a moment there was a snarl on his lips, his teeth gleamed like those of a cur that would bite if it dared. It was gone in an instant as he turned to Lance with a smile.




  "Sir George does not seem very well," he said. "I have been trying to persuade him to go to bed. But he does not appear disposed to follow my suggestion."




  Lance went up to his own room presently. The whole house was in darkness now, save for the light in the hall and the gleaming slit of flame from the half-closed library. Stott and Sir George were discussing something in low tones. There was a rustle of papers, and the sound of a key turned crisply in a lock.




  Lance lay for a long time thinking over what Lyn had told him. But he could hardly believe that Stott was really a dangerous character—a criminal character, that was. He had not nerve enough for that sort of thing. Even now he was creeping up to bed timidly, as if afraid of disturbing some of the sleeping household. Lance could catch the faint suggestion of cigarette smoke as Stott passed his door.




  When he woke again it was broad daylight. He came uneasily out of a dream wherein some monster was holding him down by the shoulders, and presently this monster resolved itself into Long, the sedate family butler, who was shaking him violently. That Long should be guilty of such an outrage was almost amusing. Long excited was a unique circumstance.




  "Has the house caught fire?" Lance asked. "Or are those intaglios—"




  Then he paused. It was something worse than that. Long's face was white and quivering; he could not speak for the horror and agitation that lay upon him. Lance jumped out of bed with a sudden sickening sense of tragedy.




  "What is it, Long?" he asked. "What has happened? Pull yourself together, man."




  "Sir George!" Long gasped. "Lying dead in the library. Murdered!"




  A fit of trembling shook the old retainer from head to foot. He pressed his hands to his eyes as if to shut out the horror that stood stark before them. It was some little time before he had the power to speak again.




  "I came down first, sir," he said. "I mostly do, because Sir George scatters his papers about so, and he always likes me to tidy up before he is dressed. And—and there he was."




  Long broke down like a child. Lance was huddling on his clothes with hands that trembled as if they were cold.




  In the hall the sun was shining, making a broad band of light from the library door. Just for a moment Lancelot hesitated. His artistic nature recoiled from anything ghastly or horrible.
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    Sir George lay as if asleep, resting his head on his arm, on the table."


  




  But the horrible had to be faced. Like most dreadful things, it was not quite so bad as a vivid imagination had painted it. Sir George lay as if asleep, resting his head on his arm, on the table. There was no spot or stain on the mass of papers there, but the left side was one horrible sticky mess, and there was a great dark circle on the Persian carpet. The white refined face, pallid as a statue now, looked wonderfully peaceful.




  "Give me a hand here," said Lance, hoarsely. "He must be moved."




  They laid the body back in the chair, and as they did so a razor dropped with a soft thud on the carpet. The dull noise startled Lance as if a pistol had been fired in his ear. He recognised the razor as one of an ivory-handled pair constantly used by Sir George. There was a wide red gash in the neck, whence the crimson stream had run down in the form of a grotesque, ill-drawn map.




  "We can do no more now," Lance whispered. "Come away and lock the door. Get up one of the grooms, and send him into Swanley for Dr. Burlinson and Inspector Lawrence."




  But the household was already aroused. By a kind of instinct everybody seemed to know what had happened without being told. A white-faced group stood whispering in the hall; a kitchen maid began to weep hysterically. Lyn, looking fresh and bright as the morning itself, stood with an air of wonder on her face. A horse's hoof could be heard spurning the gravel as he flew down the drive. Lance drew Lyn into the dining-room.




  "What is it?" she asked. "Where is Sir George? Something dreadful has happened."




  In a few words Lance told her; indeed, there was little to tell. Sir George Massey had been murdered in his library by some unknown person. Somebody must have got into the house. None of the servants could possibly have had anything to do with it. Lance had seen them all; had read the horror of their faces. And there was not one of them who had not been born and bred on the estate. They would have to look further afield for the criminal.




  They stood in there, waiting and trembling. Stott crept into the room half-fearfully, as if half-expecting that the assassin was lurking there with a knife ready for him. His baby face was all quivering, his blue watery eyes were rounded with horror. As he came in, the room seemed to fill with a faint suggestion of brandy.




  "I can't grasp it," he said. "I can't believe it. My old friend and patron murdered like this. And only last night he was so cheerful. And now he's dead."




  Stott sat down and burst into maudlin tears. A dirty handkerchief trembled in his fingers. Nothing but the oppressive solemnity of the moment kept Lance from kicking him. He eyed the quivering little figure with disgust.




  "Did you hear or see anything?" he asked.




  "No," Stott said, from behind the quivering handkerchief, "I didn't. I left Sir George in the library at midnight, busy on his play. I had one of my neuralgic attacks. I hate the remedy, but I have no other resource—brandy. After that I slept soundly till just now."




  Stott wept again, smiled feebly, and wiped his eyes. In that delicate way he conveyed the fact that he had gone to bed and passed the night in the heavy sleep of intoxication. Evidently the man knew nothing, and Lance dismissed certain suspicions with a feeling of shame. After all, the death of Sir George would be a serious loss to the fellow.




  It seemed strange to see the work of the house-hold progressing as usual, to see Long bring in the Queen Anne breakfast service, and to catch the fragrance of coffee and ham. Breakfast lay on the table, but nobody thought of touching it save Dr. Burlinson, who came presently. And doctors must breakfast, whatever horrors may be.




  "We won't go into the room till Lawrence comes," he said. "We might disturb some clue."




  Presently the chief of the Swanley police arrived. He listened gravely to all Lance had to say, and then he asked for the key of the library. For some time he examined the room in silence.




  "I should like to ask Long a few questions," he said.




  Long came fearsome, as honest men often do when required by the officers of the law. He had been down first, certainly, and he had opened the house. He was quite certain that no door had been left open, that no window was unlatched. The house contained many things of almost priceless value, and every window on the ground floor had steel shutters. It was his duty to see that these were fastened, and he had not failed to go over the house twice each night for many years. Nobody could have got into the house.




  "Nothing missing?" Lawrence asked.




  "Nothing, sir—as far as I can judge," Long replied. "And Sir George kept no money in the house."




  "Absolutely everything was paid by cheque," Lance explained.




  The inspector looked puzzled. He would like to see the servants whilst Dr. Burlinson was making an examination of the body. But, as Lawrence expected, he could make nothing out of the servants who slept in the house. Truth and honesty were writ large on every face there. The mystery looked like becoming a national sensation.




  "The carotid artery has been most neatly severed," Burlinson said. "Sir George must have been attacked from behind as he sat at the table."




  "Any sign of a struggle?" Lawrence asked.




  "Not the slightest. But Sir George was very feeble, and a comparatively firm grip of his shoulders for about half a minute or even less would have rendered him too weak to move. A daring woman might have done a thing like that."




  With some hesitation Lance hazarded the suggestion that the wound might have been self-inflicted. Burlinson made no reply for a moment. Lawrence was softly walking round the room, examining everything even to the mass of papers on the table. They appeared to be of no great importance. The police inspector paused with a sheet of notepaper in his hand to catch the doctor's reply.




  "I should be strongly inclined to scout the idea," the latter said; "especially as Sir George was one of the last men in the world to do such a thing. But, at the same time, the thing is possible. Suicides have frequently taken their lives in that manner. If your suggestion can be proved, I shall have nothing more to say."




  "I have the proof here," Lawrence said quietly. "A letter written by Sir George on his own paper, apparently addressed to Mr.—, his nephew. Let me read it:—




  "My dear Nephew,




  "I am going away where none can follow. The secret that lies between us is gradually sapping my reason. But the time will come when you will discover that you cannot defy me when I am in my grave. I have no more to say; all I have to do is to act. One touch and the thread is cut, the problem solved. This is the last word that I shall ever write.




  "Yours sorrowfully,




  "George M—."




  Lance took up the paper. Beyond doubt it was in his uncle's handwriting, on his own paper, and it was addressed to him. Here was a full confession of the suicide. The body of the letter was absolutely meaningless to him; but here it was in black and white that he had deliberately destroyed his own life.




  "This seems to settle the whole matter," he said.




  Lawrence evidently thought so. He looked just a little disappointed. Perhaps he felt that he had been done out of a sensational case. Burlinson looked still more disappointed. The suicide theory had been proved correct, and yet at the same time it seemed to him to be utterly beyond the bounds of reason.




  "I have no more to say," he murmured. "The thing is settled. Everything is for the best. But I am not satisfied at all."




  Lance said nothing. He felt in some strange way that he had been all through this before at some time. The letter was real, and yet it suggested a previous tragedy. Everybody knows the feeling. It was the first stage of a dream, with the consciousness that there was more to come.




  III — BURLINSON HAS HIS DOUBTS
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  The more the Massey tragedy came to be examined, the more mysterious it seemed. Yet there was the letter written in Sir George's own handwriting upon his own notepaper. The feeble brain in the feeble body had given way at last, and he had died by his own hand.




  But though the Masseys were not regarded as an intellectual race, they had never been violent people. Nor had they ever displayed any morbid tendencies. Sir George's nearest approach to a passion meant no more than a slight raising of the high-pitched voice, and the mere suggestion of carmine on his cheeks.




  What then did it mean? The deceased baronet's financial position had been a splendid one. He was justly proud of his house and his art treasures. He had been working on a play which some day was going to take the world by storm. Then, without the slightest warning, he had destroyed his own life, and had left a letter to say so.




  Inspector Lawrence was inclined to think no more of the matter. He had all the evidence he required; there would be a more or less formal inquest, and the verdict of the jury would be temporary insanity. Sir George would rest with his fathers, and Sir Lancelot would reign in his stead. Burlinson shook his head. With Lancelot the doctor was discussing the matter in Lawrence's private room at Swanley.




  "No chance of that letter being a forgery?" he suggested.




  The letter lay open on the table. Lawrence smiled.




  "You don't seem to be satisfied, doctor," he said.




  "In strictest confidence, I don't mind saying that I am anything but satisfied," Burlinson replied. "As you know, I am practically out of business; in fact, I only attend a few of my very old patients, like Sir George. But I read a great deal, and I have lectured a great deal on brain diseases. I'll go bail for it that Sir George Massey was mentally sound—at any rate, I never knew a man less susceptible to the homicidal mania."




  "And yet there is the letter before you."




  Burlinson shook his head doubtfully. There was no getting over that letter. Lance was examining it through a strong magnifying glass.




  "This is absolutely genuine," he said. "Forgery is out of the question. Would you mind telling me what you are driving at, Burlinson?"




  But the doctor refused to be drawn.




  "I'd like to spend an hour or so in Sir George's study," he said. "Can you manage that for me without rousing suspicion?"




  "Why not come over with me this afternoon?" Lance said. "I have a long interview with Wallace and Wallace, my uncle's solicitors, after which I drive back to Broadwater. I shall be very pleased to have your company."




  Burlinson assented eagerly—indeed Lance had never seen him quite so excited over anything before. He was not given to unnecessary speech as a rule, yet he evidently scented some mystery here, where all things appeared quite plain to others.




  Wallace and Wallace were exceedingly pleased to see Sir Lancelot, indeed they had expected him before. The sole surviving partner of the old-established firm bowed him into the inner office. Gerald Wallace looked more like a sporting landed proprietor than anything else. But then he had been upon the friendliest terms with the county people all his life, and no better shot was to be found anywhere. His keen, shrewd face was very grave.




  "I suppose you know something of the position of affairs, Sir Lancelot?" he asked.




  "Oh, drop that, Wallace," Lance exclaimed, hastily. "At least till the dear old chap is in his grave. I would not have had this happen for anything. You did all Sir George's business. Did you ever detect anything of—of that kind about him?"




  "Never!" Wallace said, emphatically. "Once get him interested in business, and he was as clear as crystal. His will shows that."




  "I suppose you people made it, Wallace?"




  "No, we didn't. But I've got it in my safe. An eminent barrister drew that will up under Sir George's instructions, through Mabey and Leesom, our London agents. It was signed in London by Sir George in the presence of two doctors, and subsequently handed over to us for safe custody. On certain conditions everything comes to you."




  It was only human nature that Lance should breathe a little more freely on hearing this. He was no stranger to his late uncle's views on the matter of Lyn Verity, and his own feelings towards her, and he had half-feared some complications.




  "What conditions are there?" he asked.




  Wallace scraped his chin thoughtfully.




  "Well, I am afraid that you will find them a bit irksome," he said. "Without being in the least offensive, I may venture to suggest that you are contemplating matrimony."




  "People are so good as to say so," Lance smiled. "Miss Verity and myself."




  "Exactly. Poor Verity was a client of mine, and the whole sad story is no secret from me. Well, Sir George left you everything on condition that you contracted no alliance with any family where the slightest trace of insanity had manifested itself. The will mentions no names, it merely contains that one stringent clause, and the executors are bound by it. It therefore follows that if you marry Miss Verity you lose every penny of this money."




  It was some little time before Lance spoke again. The blow had fallen, and it had been more severe than he had anticipated. Only he knew how severe it was. He was filled by the burning injustice of the thing.




  "You don't mean to say that a document like that would stand?" he cried.




  "Indeed, I do, Massey. It has been drawn with the greatest care. Two of the greatest physicians in England witnessed the signature, and will be prepared to swear that the testator was in his right mind at the moment of execution. And the executors are both of them aware of the tragedy in Miss Verity's family."




  "Who are the executors, Wallace?" Lance asked.




  "Well, I'm one. My co-executor is not precisely the gentleman I should have picked out as a colleague, and had it been almost anybody else I should have declined to act. I'm sorry to say that the other man is Malcolm Stott."




  Lance groaned. The idea of that crawling, drunken little wretch being so closely associated with him was repugnant to a degree. It was a bitter pill to swallow. How a refined man like Sir George could ever associate with such a man was a mystery.




  "It is intolerable," he cried. "Anyway, I have you. Stott will never be sober enough to do any business. And I can kick him out of Broadwater at any time."




  "You can get him out of the house," said Wallace, thoughtfully. "But until you are married into some sound, healthy family he can give you a lot of trouble. You see, till you are married he has a salary of £500 and expenses to investigate family ancestors and the like, so that you shall not bring any taint to Broadwater."




  "Oh, I'm dreaming," Lance cried. "Let me get out into the fresh air. I'm in no state to do any business to-day, Wallace. It's Gilbert gone mad. I'll come back in a day or two and try to discuss the situation calmly. Good-bye."




  He flung out of the office, and was a mile towards home before it dawned upon him that he had a trap at Swanley, and that he had promised to drive Burlinson to Broadwater.




  IV — A KNOT IN THE CORD
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  It was a quiet drive to Broadwater, for Burlinson was a silent man given to intricate problems, and he seemed to have much on his mind at present. Lance also carried a load of care on his shoulders that would have astonished the doctor had he known. There was something blacker and uglier far than the mere loss of the family property.




  "I've come to get a certain book from the library," Burlinson said meaningly, as the trap pulled up at length. "You understand what I mean?"




  Lance nodded. Burlinson strolled away towards the library with the air of a man who is very much at home. Away across the park Stott, a Dutch doll figure, could be seen, fading away in the direction of the village. Lyn came out of the darkened morning room with a mass of cut flowers and trailing ferns in her hands. She looked a little pale and anxious; her deep dark dress threw up her face with a certain marble pallor.




  "Lance," she whispered, "you look as if you had some bad news."




  "Come into the billiard-room," Lance said. "There is something I want to tell you. You must try and be brave, darling. It is hard to know what is for the best."




  Lyn listened to all Lance had to say. There was a look of pain in her clear eyes, and the little hands were trembling As Lance saw it, he drew her tenderly to his side.




  "I must confess I never anticipated anything like this," he said.




  "Oh, who could?" Lyn cried. "And I have ruined you, Lance. If I had not been so weak and selfish all might have been well. But who would have thought that Sir George—. Still, it is no use going back to that. I have ruined you, Lance. You have nothing."




  "Nothing except a good income from my pen and you, dearest."




  "And shall I always be held worthy of the sacrifice?"




  "What sacrifice, Lyn? I always meant to marry you. Had Sir George lived I should not have waited much longer. He would have known in the course of time—"




  "He would have forgiven us. Perhaps I counted too much on that."




  "Never mind, sweetheart. It will all come right in the end. Meanwhile we must say nothing—not for a few days at least. As yet I have no official notice of my uncle's will."




  "Failing you, whom does the property go to?"




  "I declare I never troubled to inquire. I was so dreadfully upset over the first discovery that the future was driven out of my head. We can do no harm in keeping the secret for a few days longer. Now I should like to see you cheerfully going through your duties as if nothing out of the common had happened."




  Lyn smiled unsteadily, and there was just the suspicion of a tear in her eye. But the pressure of her lips was warm and thrilling, and Lance was strangely comforted. If the worst came he had her. And he had his pen to fall back upon.




  Burlinson appeared to be busy in the library. Nothing was disturbed there, the litter of papers still lay on the big table on which Sir George had fallen as if asleep. One or two of the topmost papers had been moved nearer to the window, a blind of which was slightly raised. There was a faint brown stain on one of the documents, a stain deeper towards the centre.




  "Have you got to the bottom of the mystery?" Lance asked.




  "I've made it still more puzzling," Burlinson replied. "Long tells me that every one of those papers was placed on the table by Sir George after dinner on the night he was mur—he died. Our poor friend committed suicide by cutting his carotid artery with a razor. At any rate he left a written confession of the fact that he had committed suicide. Now, just look at this paper. What do you see on it?"




  "A stain that is rather like a big brown blur in the centre, doctor."




  "Precisely. And you don't know what that stain was caused by?"




  "I haven't the least idea. What is it?"




  "Chloroform," Burlinson said, tapping the paper excitedly. "I have made all the tests, and find that a deal of that drug was dropped over the table. See! The stain is here—and here—and here—as if a bottle had been toppled over. There is a regular pattern of stains. After what Long tells me, I am forced to the belief that the chloroform was upset after those papers were placed on the table—in other words, late in the evening of the mur—tragedy. Now it is not to be imagined for a moment that Sir George drugged himself first and cut his throat after, is it? Nor is it credible that he took chloroform to ease the pain. If that had been so, we should have found the bottle. I have quite another theory on the subject."




  In spite of himself and his troubles, Lance was interested. He was deeply puzzled, and indeed was Burlinson. The puzzle knotted at every fresh pull.




  "Are you sure it is chloroform?" Lance asked.




  "Sure as I am of my own name. I have made all the tests. Do you know what has happened? Sir George was murdered. He was chloroformed, and, whilst insensible, his throat was cut by the assassin, who upset the bottle of drug in his agitation. Nothing could possibly be plainer to my mind than that."




  "But you forget all about the letter," Lance said.




  "Hang the letter!" Burlinson cried. "That is part of some infernal conspiracy. Sir George has been foully murdered, and I don't rest till I've proved it."




  V — A STARTLING SUGGESTION
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  No alteration had taken place whatever at Broadwater pending the funeral of Sir George, beyond the addition of Mrs. Sinclair, the late baronet's widowed sister—a mighty traveller, who had published books about all kinds of dangerous and unpleasant places. Usually Lucy Sinclair lived alone; but she was fond of Lyn, and, under the circumstances, Lyn was only too glad to have this friend and chaperon in the house.




  "Why does that loathsome little beast stay here?" she asked, apropos of Stott.




  Lyn smiled at the ingenuous language. Mrs. Sinclair was small and slight, with grey hair, and the sweetest and most amiable of faces. But her tongue was quick and ingenuous, and she boasted that she could use a revolver as well as most men.




  "I'm afraid we can't get rid of him," Lyn remarked.




  "Nonsense. Kick him our of the house. Pelt him with his own empty brandy bottles."




  Lyn proceeded to explain—to Mrs. Sinclair's boundless indignation. But her anger did not blind her shrewd common-sense, and she was fain to own that she saw no way out of the difficulty. And she was by no means insensible to the state of affairs between Lyn and Lancelot.




  "Well, there's plenty of time," she said, thoughtfully. "What we have to do now is to investigate the tragedy that darkened your father's life. There is something behind that to come out. But Stott is a grievous burden to bear, and I let him see it."




  If Stott saw it he made no sign. But there were moments when those weak-looking blue eyes flashed, and the round doll face flushed with anger. Otherwise Stott seemed to take his new honors meekly enough. He had good quarters, and money to spend. But the man was the rankest coward at heart, and doubtless feared that any show of authority might perhaps end in his violent and painful expulsion from Broadwater.




  "It is no fault of mine that I am placed in this invidious position," he bleated to Lance. "I have had it thrust upon me. A most extraordinary and unexpected thing! Old and broken-down as I am, the money is necessary to me. But I shall not be in the way, not the least in the way. A private room, and the mere suggestion of brandy when the pains come on—"




  He looked meekly at Lance's lowering face. At any rate, there was no provision that the fellow should stay at Broadwater. Lance would make that pretty clear directly the funeral was over. Till then no steps could be taken. The adjourned inquest was to-morrow, and the funeral fixed for the same afternoon. After that it would be made pretty clear that Stott's room would be preferable to his company.




  This further inquest was troubling Lance. It seemed to him that the thing might have been settled at the first hearing, only Burlinson stood in the way. And that certainly was a startling discovery of his over the chloroform. Also it struck Lance as curious that the doctor had said nothing on that head at the inquest. What did it mean?




  But for the written confession of suicide it might have meant a good deal. But in the face of that letter it seemed to be robbed of all its significance. Nobody could possibly doubt the genuineness of that letter on Sir George's private notepaper. True, he had no reason whatever to take his life, but then men had done the same surprising thing before, even when they had not a trouble in the world.




  The chloroform affair must have been a mere coincidence. Perhaps Sir George had made up his mind to take his life that way and had discarded it at the last moment. Or perhaps he had knocked the bottle over by accident and had had no more in the house. There was no reason why he should hide the bottle, but going on the theory that all would-be suicides are lunatics, the secrecy on that head was easily explained. No doubt Burlinson was building up some ingenious theory, but that letter must of necessity bring the whole flimsy fabric to the ground.




  The adjourned inquest looked like being merely a formal affair. A few curious people had gathered in the billiard-room where the inquiry was to be held, the villagers and neighbors staying away out of compliment to the late owner of Broadwater. A few reporters had come, more as a matter of duty than anything else. So far as they could see, the whole affair was explained—in so formal a matter there would be very little of public interest to be gained.




  The Coroner and witnesses went over the old lines again. Long proved beyond doubt that on the night of his master's death the windows and shutters were all fastened. He could further testify that he had opened every window and door himself the next morning. And he was quite positive that none of the art treasures of the house were missing.




  Lawrence followed on much the same lines. He felt that his time was being wasted, and he was curt accordingly. He had examined every servant in the house, all of whom had been born and bred on the estate. He found one and all strongly attached to their late employer, and he was emphatically of opinion that not one of them was capable of anything in the way of serious crime. No, he had made no inquiries outside, he had not seen any object in doing so. All the experts agreed that the now notorious letter was in Sir George's handwriting, and there was an end of the matter.




  The Coroner looked at his watch significantly, and glanced at the jury. He suggested that he had already taken up too much of their valuable time. If there were no more witnesses forthcoming he would proceed with his address, and the jury could then give their verdict, a verdict which they must already have made up their minds upon.




  "My witnesses are exhausted, sir," Lawrence said.




  Burlinson stood up. He had a few words to say. Oh, yes; he was quite ready to be sworn. He had been making certain investigations, and he had discovered one or two apparently trifling matters which might or might not have an important bearing later on. In the interests of justice he hoped the Coroner would not ask him to be more explicit. The reporters, scenting a mystery, began to grow busy.




  "Can we assist you in any way, Dr. Burlinson?" the Coroner asked.




  "You can assist me materially, sir," Burlinson replied. "I have come to the conclusion that there is a good deal more here than meets the eye. Of course, that letter is strong evidence to the contrary. But I should like the funeral adjourned till to-morrow because I have the strongest reasons for asking permission to make a post-mortem of the body."




  Here was a sudden and unexpected development. The reporters were writing hard at the table; the sleepy jury were wide awake now. A long discussion followed.




  "Well," the Coroner said, finally, "it is a case for the relatives of the deceased to decide."




  "If they decline I shall lay certain facts before the Home Secretary," Burlinson remarked.




  "I confess I am startled," Lawrence said. "And I may also remark that the whole thing is repugnant to me. At the same time I have every confidence that Dr. Burlinson has the strongest grounds for his request. I make no objection whatever."




  "That is settled," the Coroner replied. "I take it this means postponing the funeral till to-morrow. To give Dr. Burlinson every opportunity of testing whatever theory he may have formed, this inquiry is adjourned to the same time and place this day month."




  VI — STOTT OPENS THE GAME
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  Stott was puzzled—in a frank, childish kind of way. What was Dr. Burlinson after? What clever idea had he got in that wonderful brain of his? Burlinson drove him out of the room and locked the door of the chamber where the examination took place. But Stott haunted the place all that day and part of the night as well. He hung over the coffin next day, he watched it laid to rest in the family vault as if it had some curious fascination for him. Then the blinds were drawn up at Broadwater, and the blessed sunshine filled the house once more. But there was no news of Burlinson, who had caught the 4.15 express at Swanley Junction to town directly after the funeral. Stott babbled of the doctor to everybody about him.




  "And I do hope we shall be a little more cheerful now," he said.




  Lance faced round upon him suddenly. The bleating voice, the watery eyes, and the plump features filled Lance with a sudden fury of exasperation.




  "I don't think that need concern you," he said. "Under the terms of my uncle's will certain duties are assigned to you. You are appointed as a certain kind of matrimonial guardian to me—as a committee of inspection, in fact. But one does not necessarily have one's lawyer or one's guardian in the house. My uncle leaves you a certain sum under his will, and an income that lasts perhaps for a long time. When are you ready to go?"




  "I have no money, Sir Lancelot," Stott bleated. "I thought perhaps I might stay here."




  "Nothing of the kind," Lance said, sternly. "If you are in want of £500, I will advance that sum at once with the greatest possible pleasure. You cannot stay here."




  "Oh, you want me to go at once? Yes, yes. We shall see, Sir Lancelot—we shall see."




  "Confound the man! What are you driving at?"




  Stott crept across the room and closed the door. His face was still youthful, his eyes mildly innocent, but his mouth had grown harder. He was trembling from head to foot with a fear that he strove in vain to throw off, but he held a strong card, and he was going to play it. Lance could have kicked the fellow with the greatest possible pleasure.




  "Let us have a little friendly chat," he said; "a chat with no feelings on either side. I am sorry that you mean to insist upon the termination of my long association with the house. And I could have been of the greatest possible assistance to you."




  "Pardon me if I fail to see it," Lance said, curtly.




  "Not at all, Sir Lancelot." Stott rubbed his hands together. "Let me explain. For some little time before your late uncle's death there was a serious difference of opinion between you. 'Cherches la femme.' It is ever thus in matters of this kind. Rightly or wrongly, your uncle formed definite ideas as to your future matrimonial engagements. You also had ideas as strong in another direction. You had made up your mind to marry Miss Verity, and you went so far as to tell your uncle so. You follow me?"




  "To the extent that this has nothing to do with you."




  "Oh, yes it has. I am the umpire—you forget that. If your uncle had lived and you had persisted in your intentions, he would have disinherited you."




  "That was on the cards when the tragedy took place."




  Stott smiled. A legion of cunning devils seemed to be dancing in his eyes.




  "Which brings me to my point," he went on. "Under the circumstances, the sudden death of your uncle would have been the best thing that could have happened to you. It would leave you the property, and freedom to marry whom you pleased. But how to manage it without arousing suspicion? What is the use of being a dramatist unless you can surmount a little difficulty like that? Happy thought! Get Sir George to write a letter conveying the idea that he had committed suicide."




  "What on earth do you mean?" Lance burst out.




  "Softly, softly," Stott whispered. He was smiling evilly. "You wrote a play once—the play you are revising now for early production. But you had no name then, and copies of that play lay neglected in more than one theatre both here and in America. I know where two of those copies are. And in that play a man is cajoled to write a letter which, if he died suddenly, would point to his own suicide. Suppose you got Sir George to make a copy of that letter for you, and kept it by you. Suppose you—er—removed him, and left that letter by his side."




  "Stop!" Lance thundered. "This is madness. The letter—"




  "Appears to be written by Sir George and actually is, Sir Lancelot. I have an excellent memory. You have your revised play in the house now. Go and read Act II., which contains that letter, and what will you find? The letter is word for word absolutely identical with the letter found by Sir George's side after his death!"




  Lance opened his mouth to speak, but paused astonished. He had a good memory, too, and it came upon him at once with a blinding flash that what Stott said was absolutely true. How on earth the thing had been worked, how it had all been brought about, he could not see for the moment; indeed he was too confused to think at all.




  "You—you couldn't identify me with the maddening mystery," he gasped.




  "Could I not?" Stott said mildly, though with just the suggestion of a sneer. "I could recall that play to the minds of managers; I could write a letter which, if he died suddenly, would say that you put your cunning idea into force, and that you were so very cunning that you actually forgot to change the wording of the letter. That, of course, is what people call unconscious cerebration. You were using your own scheme, and unwittingly you used your own letter. Why you should do this thing is palpable. Once your uncle was out of the way, you could marry."




  "Stop!" Lance cried. "Stop, or I'll strangle you. As there is a Heaven above us, I swear that I am innocent of this dreadful thing."




  "Suppose I agree with you," Stott whispered. "Suppose I say that I am sure you are the victim of some subtle conspiracy. But that won't prevent the world from speaking up, once the truth leaks out. And no man likes being treated like a dog. And this dog has found his kennel a luxurious one."




  "I'll not compromise with you," Lance said firmly. "But you—you needn't go to-day. I must have time to get this into my confused brain. Be off."




  Stott stalked out, not without dignity. Then he fell headlong upstairs, with his hand upon his bursting heart, and coaxed a full wineglass of brandy between his clinking teeth.




  VII — CONNECTED WITH THE PRESS
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  The blinds were again up at Broadwater, but there were shadows everywhere. An uneasy sense of impending calamity hung over everyone, a feeling that something was going to happen. Yet Sir George was buried in the family vault now, and Burlinson made no sign. If he had anything startling to disclose at the forthcoming inquest, he kept the facts strictly to himself. But Lancelot was not thinking of that. He was amazed and stunned by the disclosures made by Malcolm Stott.




  If that little mild-eyed scoundrel made the discovery public it would bear hard on Lance. And Stott was in a position to prove everything he said. More than one copy of the old disused play was still extant, and in each the letter of the suicide was identical with the letter left by Sir George. What infernal roguery was at the bottom of the whole business? And how had the thing been managed? Lance thought it all over till his brain fairly reeled. And the more he thought of it the worse it looked for him.




  Sir George had not committed suicide—or so Burlinson said. Somebody had murdered him, after first ingeniously arranging matters to look like suicide. But who would believe this? Men don't write letters saying they have taken their own lives at the instigation of other people. But Burlinson insisted that here was an exception.




  And whose interest was more particularly served by Sir George's death? Lance's, of course. It could easily be proved that he knew nothing of the peculiar nature of his uncle's will. It could be proved that Sir George warned him of the consequences to himself if he persisted in marrying Lyn Verity. With Sir George no more, Lance had the ground clear before him. And now to a great extent he was in Stott's power.




  He ought to have kicked the little blackguard out of the house, but—he didn't. He would wait for a little time; perhaps some clue would present itself. And Stott smiled, and was so painfully polite to everybody that Lance was hard put to it to keep his hands off the man who was practically master of Broadwater.




  The broadest hints were lost upon Stott. He held the situation, and he knew it. Lance appealed to his pride. The little man sat in the library puffing away at his eternal cigarettes and sipping brandy and water—strictly as a medicine, of course. Lyn heard part of the conversation as she stood in the hall arranging the flowers.




  "Why kick?" Stott asked sweetly. "Why let your angry passions rise? As that French Johnny so aptly says, 'Je suis, Je reste?'"




  "Not for an indefinite period, I hope," Lance suggested. "Don't you push me too far."




  Stott's tremulous lips parted in something like a snarl, it was only for a moment, and the smile was on his round, soddened, baby face again.




  "And don't you shove up against me," he said. "I've got all the cards in my hand, remember. Still, kick if you like. Marry Miss Verity, if you haven't done so already—"




  He paused as Lance made a step towards him. He wriggled low down in his chair, and his blue watery eyes were pitiful. And yet there was a suggestion of venom about him.




  "Now don't," he said. "I hate violence. It's so vulgar. Suppose you married Miss Verity, I could kick you out of the house the same day. And what would become of Broadwater and the money then? Why, it would revert to me—to me, mind you—to do as I pleased with till your eldest son became of age, subject to a small sum for maintenance. Ask Wallace and Wallace. And you can't upset the will, with its swell London doctors for witnesses."




  "Did you suggest that?" Lance asked.




  Stott flicked the ash off his cigarette in the coolest fashion.




  "'Alone I did it,'" he quoted. "'A poor thing, but mine own.' The jest of the circumstance, the sport of fate, must look to himself. The fine flame of geniality in this breast has been turned to gall. For once in my life I thought of myself. And the worm turns. Not that the worm wants much—a little kindness and sympathy, and a little brandy. Strictly as a medicine, of course. I have no wish to be vindictive, but honor, my dear sir, honor compels me to respect the wishes of my late esteemed patron. It would cut me to the heart, but if you defy me—why, the noble order of the sack must be yours. If—"




  Lance turned on his heel and walked away, ashamed and uneasy in his mind. How much did that little mild-eyed man know? And had he actually guessed a secret that Lance deemed to be strictly between Lyn and himself? And Lyn had passed into the morning-room, where she stood with a ghastly white face, and the flowers in her hand shaking like blossoms bent to the March gale. She heard Lance's step go by—she would fain have spoken to him and learnt the worst, but still she stood there with a growing terror in her eyes and a feeling of sickening horror at her heart.




  Stott lay back in his chair with the air of a man who is well pleased. The cards were falling exactly as he intended; up to now every trick had been his. He looked across the park with a genial air of possession. He approved of the deer standing knee-deep in the bracken. "A little patience and cunning, and all this is mine," he murmured. "But these little scenes affect my heart, horribly. I'll go and walk over the demesne—stroll in my park. It is too fine a day to be in the house."




  He passed through the open window down the drive, on the best of terms with himself. Away down the dim avenue a man was swaggering along—a seedy, man in a shiny frock coat and a raffish white hat set at a knowing angle. At the sight of Stott he feigned to be overcome with emotion. His great, coarse, red face exuded an oily mixture.




  "And what the d—do you want, Martin Blake?" Stott asked with forcible feebleness.




  Still, the fresh cigarette and unlighted match in his hand shook horribly. The red-faced man coolly appropriated the cigarette and match, and lighted the tobacco calmly. He blew a long, thin cloud from his lungs with a sigh of deep content.




  "I've come down here," Blake said, with his head thrown back, "to share the plunder. You're a dirty little blackguard, Stott; and I've done some dirty tricks for you at about 13 for a shilling, and now I'm going to get a bit of my own back. Fleet-street, sir, is not what it was. Our Journal, 'The Mirror,' is no longer a terror to the evil-doer."




  "In other words, the penny blackmailing financial weekly has had its day," Stott sneered.




  "Put it as you please," Blake said calmly. "I have been cruelly disappointed. There was a man in the city whose nefarious career I proposed to shield from the garish light of day for a paltry hundred pounds. The miscreant kicked me downstairs and broke my collarbone. I sued the murderous ruffian for damages. A suborned jury and a prejudiced judge refused my plea and trampled on my wounded feelings. Then the proprietor of 'The Mirror' suggested a holiday. I collected £20 of outstanding advertisement money, and here I am, broke in the world—I, a journalist with a reputation in two hemispheres."




  "Yes," said Stott, uneasily. "Here you are, certainly. What next?"




  "Don't you be an ass," Blake said, cheerfully. "I've found all about your little game here; I know how it has been worked. There's money in this Broadwater tragedy—a dozen London papers will pay handsomely for light on the suicide's letter. I guessed you were in it from the first; indeed, I came here yesterday cocksure of finding you. And I've been asking questions—never was there such a beggar for asking questions as I am. It's a pretty scheme, Stott, but you're not going to have it all to yourself."




  "I think so," Stott suggested mildly. "Oh, I think so."




  The veins on the forehead of the big man thickened. Just for a moment there was something in the glint of Stott's eyes that suggested the futility of bullying.




  "You're a nice sort of pal," Blake growled.




  "I'm not a pal at all," Stott said in the same tone, "you may go to the devil in your own way for all I care. But you're not going to get a brass farthing out of me, and don't you forget it. You seem to know something about the tragedy and my young friend, Sir Lancelot Massey. Try him. Perhaps he may be disposed to come down handsomely to keep his name out of that immaculate 'Mirror' of yours."




  Stott spoke quietly, but there was just the suspicion of a tremor in his voice. He shot a swift glance at Blake from under his brows. Blake had the air of one who has been painfully disappointed in a friend. He shook his head mournfully.




  "You always were a hard little devil," he said, "despite that baby face of yours. But touching the baronet. Mild, quiet, sensitive, literary chap, isn't he?"




  Stott nodded. He could read the other's mind like an open book. He could detect the timidity of the coward behind the manner of the bully.




  "That's the man," he said. "If you know your business, he ought to be good for a hundred at least."




  Blake tapped his breast pocket significantly. There he had two interviews with Lance already written—one on the side of the angels, the other of quite a different hue. If he still cherished any bitterness against Stott, he failed to show it on his face.




  "I'll go and see him now," he said. "If you're about presently, I'll let you know the result. It takes a man with an American training to do a real live interview."




  "I shall wait for the result with the greatest interest," Stott said drily.




  He watched Blake swaggering away with a queer malignant gleam in his eye. He would have given a great deal to have known how much Blake really was aware of. These two had been in more than one shady transaction together; indeed, Blake was capable of anything for a few pounds. And Stott had never taken the fellow into his confidence. Still—




  But he could not have known anything really damaging, or he would not have taken his rebuff so calmly. With a reassured grin, Stott watched him pass beyond the portico, and then for the next half-hour lay on his back tranquilly smoking cigarettes.




  Long sniffed suspiciously at Blake, but asked him into the library. As Lancelot rose from the table, where he was writing letters, the heart of the intruder failed him. No quiet, sensitive, literary chap had any right to a keen eye and a square face like that.




  "Your business, sir?" Lance asked curtly.




  Blake plunged into it at once, fearful that delay might sap his oozing courage. The sound of his own rich oily voice restored his self-possession. He asked a host of questions which he proceeded to answer himself; he read the favorable interview unctuously.




  "No harm in our publishing that?" he suggested.




  "None at all," Lance said, politely.




  "Quite so, Sir Lancelot. But there is another section of the public that—um—er—Permit me to read you the other side of the question."




  He read rapidly. Lance listened quietly, with his head bent forward.




  He might have been following an oration in Greek for all the emotion he displayed.




  "And there I have finished," Blake said with a flourish. "As a statement of the case for the—er—prosecution, you must admit that there is a deal in my arguments. Frankly speaking, it does not matter a row of pins to us which article we publish. But I may venture to say that it may make a considerable difference to you, Sir Lancelot. A hundred pounds—"




  Blake paused significantly. Lance looked up for the first time.




  "I am to pay £100 to have the white story published," he said. "If not, you will publish the black one. That is what it comes to?"




  "A luminous-minded man is a pleasure to meet," Blake said with enthusiasm.




  "I appreciate the compliment," Lance said quietly. "Will you come outside with me?"




  Blake had no objection whatever; he had no suspicions when Lance carelessly took a thin ash plant from the vestibule, and he chatted on till the drive was reached. Then Blake looked up and stepped back hurriedly.




  "There is your reply," Lance said hoarsely. "And if I ever catch you here again—"




  Blake stumbled headlong down the drive, writhing with the pain of half a score of blows about his shoulders. So maddened was he with the pain and fright that it was some little time before he became conscious of the fact that he was alone. Wide lines seemed to be burning across his back and shoulders. And then out of the mist of blackness and blind terror the quivering features of Stott gradually shaped themselves.




  "You dirty little scoundrel," Blake screamed. "You miserable blackmailing rat. So you thought it would be a good joke to send me to see your baronet. I've got a score of scars across my back, and you shall pay for every one of them. Oh, I'll tear the bottom out of your snug little nest for you. I'll—I'll—"




  "You can't do anything," Stott said mildly.




  "Can't I? Because I didn't pretend to know. I'm not quite such a fool as I look. And I'll pull the skin off your baronet's back in the next issue of the 'Mirror.' And I'll ruin you, too. Let me once get to New York, and you're done for."




  The queer smile died from Stott's face as Blake turned on his heel and shuffled into the road. He pressed his hand to his heart, as if to stifle the pain there. He called out to Blake, but his shaking blue lips made no sound. As he turned he saw the quiet tranquil eyes of Mrs. Lucy Sinclair regarding him.




  "Our friend yonder seemed to be rather annoyed," she said.




  "Our friend!" Stott stammered. "An acquaintance of mine, madam. But I don't suppose that you have ever seen Martin Blake."




  "You are quite wrong," Mrs. Sinclair said, calmly. "I knew him quite well—in America."




  VIII — MISSING
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  The progress of affairs generally was not displeasing to Malcolm Stott. For the time being everything seemed to play into his hands. And now that he had got rid of his friend Martin Blake, and dealt Sir Lancelot a back-handed blow at the same time, he had only to wait, and everything would be his.




  But there were drawbacks even here. What most men accomplish by courage Stott brought about by cunning. And his nerve had gone years before. Brandy may be a fine brace and stimulant, but it is certain to fail in the long run. There were times when Stott woke with a start in the night; times when he felt inclined to abandon the whole ingenious scheme and fly. And there were hours when the pain at his fluttering heart stifled him and doubled him up with agony. Later on Stott meant to give it up. But not yet; he could not do without it yet.




  And there were other times, too, when the wily brain turned all confused and misty, and the elaborate scheme got tangled up like a child's dream. At those times the inevitable brandy did more harm than good.




  Still, everything was going beautifully. Stott chuckled over his cigarette as he saw Lancelot come striding from the stables to the house, carrying a lemon-colored paper under his arm. Stott had no difficulty in recognising the "Mirror." And from the expression of Sir Lancelot's face, Blake had been as good as his word.




  "Another trick to me," Stott chuckled. "Really, I am greatly obliged to Blake."




  Lance came hurriedly into the morning-room, and Stott crept into the hall, where he could listen. He always listened to conversations; he picked up a bit of useful information that way. Lucy Sinclair looked up from her letter-writing.




  "I hope it is nothing very serious," she suggested.




  "It ought not to be," Lance said, "but still—Look here, aunt, that fellow Blake has been as good as his word. That fellow I thrashed, you know. Here is the whole story, with a suggestion that I am rather worse than the murderer of poor Sir George. And when I was coming out of Wallace's office just now, I met Lady Masefield and her girls, and they cut me dead."




  "Very foolish of them," Mrs. Sinclair said, calmly.




  "Of course. Still, that blackmailing 'Mirror' has made a fine case against me. And they have dragged Lyn into it. Otherwise, I shouldn't care so much. I'd give ten years of my life to get to the bottom of this wretched mystery."




  "They might have left Lyn alone," said Lucy.




  "Trust those blackguards for hitting on the tenderest spot. And the poor child looks worried and white enough already. Where is she?"




  Lyn had gone out, Lucy Sinclair explained. She had come down with a dreadful headache, and the elder lady had suggested a stroll. The listener smiled as he heard. Lyn's white face and the dark rings under her eyes had not been lost upon him. There were other secrets in the house which he had to probe to the bottom. And a vague suspicion was growing into a certainty with Stott—if he could only prove it, if he could only make sure of that, the rest would be easy.




  He smiled and chuckled, and stopped with a gasp. His lips were drawn back to his teeth with the agony he suffered. There was a blue tinge on his round face. He crawled away to his own rooms, where he helped himself liberally to brandy. He lay for a few minutes after the pain had ceased, trembling in every limb.




  When he came down again, luncheon was ready. Lyn was there, pale and nervous, and Lucy Sinclair cool and collected at the foot of the table. As Stott entered, the murmur of conversation suddenly ceased. He smiled benignantly.




  "Pray don't mind me," he remarked. "Mrs. Sinclair was saying—"




  Mrs. Sinclair glanced at the speaker over her glasses.




  "I was saying that I am going to London to-morrow," she responded. "And from thence it is highly probable that I shall have to go to New York—in connection with the publication of my new books of travel, and er—other things."




  "I suppose you know New York very well," Stott murmured.




  "As well as I know Broadwater. Wherever I go I always make friends with the journalists—even the humblest of them. From the 'World' and the 'Sun' down to the 'Record,' I know them all. Did you ever hear of the 'Record,' for instance?"




  A sudden spasm of pain gripped Stott. The blue tinge was on his face, but the wild look in his eyes was not all a look of pain.




  "I—I—yes," he stammered. "I used to advertise in the 'Record'—indeed, all the papers. But why should you pick upon that particular production?"




  Stott was stammering still, and the glass that he carried to his lips clinked against his teeth. Lucy Sinclair was regarding him much as a naturalist would have regarded something new in the way of an ornithological specimen.




  "A little idea that just occurred to me," Mrs. Sinclair said, calmly. "I recollect now that your friend Martin Blake was once sub-editor of the 'Record.'"




  "He—he is no friend of mine," Stott stammered.




  "Not now, perhaps," Mrs. Sinclair said, in the same analytical voice. "Which fact I gathered when I saw you together on Monday. But he used to be, in the days when you were a popular stage figure in New York. It seems a strange thing to say, but I recollect Martin Blake when he was, to all outward seeming, a gentleman."




  "A very strange thing to say," Lance murmured grimly.




  "Drink," Stott said, sadly. "The downfall of so many men of genius."




  Mrs. Sinclair remarked pointedly that she had not far to look for examples, and Stott smiled. He was terribly afraid of this woman and her questions. And either by accident or design she had touched the mainspring of the whole complicated machinery. A gentle perspiration broke out on Stott as he realised how near she was to the root of things.




  But Mrs. Sinclair's glance betrayed nothing. In a grave, pre-occupied way, Lyn was playing with her bread. At the least noise she started; she had the look of a hunted animal in her eyes. Lance addressed her twice before she replied.




  Mrs. Sinclair alone seemed to be at her ease. She parried Stott's questions with the greatest dexterity, and utterly declined to say more on the subject of New York journalism. She watched the anxious, uneasy little man opposite her; she noticed his scared eyes. Presently Stott rose, and excused himself on the plea of tobacco.




  "How much longer are you going to tolerate him, Lance?" Lyn asked.




  Lance shrugged his shoulders. There were many things he did not care to tell Lyn.




  "A month," Mrs. Sinclair said, suddenly. "Bear with him, Lyn, treat him as politely as you can. Before a month is past we shall have the pleasure of kicking the odious little wretch out of the house and handing him over to the police. My dears, you never did a better day's work in your life than when you asked me to take up my headquarters at Broadwater. Lucy Sinclair is going to be the fairy godmother. I shall see Stott and Blake in gaol and dance at your wedding yet."




  A vivid flush of carmine poured like a wave over Lyn's lovely face, and the tears rose to her eyes. She laughed hysterically, and dashed the tears away.




  "I am all right," she said. "Please don't take any notice of me. I fancied that I was born without nerves, and I find that I am mistaken. But whatever I do—please, please try and re-member that I did it for the best."




  Lance looked up in astonishment. But the pleading voice had changed to a laugh, and for the rest of the day Lyn was in feverishly high spirits. It was a different Lyn who came down to dinner as Long was lighting the hall lamps.




  Long stood gravely aside for his young mistress to pass. Nobody else was down yet; the afternoon's letters lay upon the hall table. Uppermost was a blue envelope with American stamps and postmark, addressed to Sir George Massey. It was the same class of envelope and the same writing as the letter Lyn had suggested that Stott had possessed himself of.




  It was slightly gruesome to stand there, holding a missive addressed to a dead man. And yet there was the fascination of a mystery behind it. An irresistible desire to open the envelope came over Lyn. Hot pink fingers crooked under the flap, and the letter was open. Long saw and disapproved, but remained discreetly silent.




  The letter was fairly long, but in a bold, flowing hand. As Lyn read on her face turned white, then crimson, and once more deadly white again. She seemed to have gone out of the present into another world altogether. The sound of a footstep on the polished oak floor brought her to herself again. Then she flashed up the stairs like a stream of light, palpitating and trembling with a new hope, and a wild, half-insane determination. When the dinner-gong sounded for the second time she came into the dining-room with eyes so lustrous and shining that Lance bent and kissed her as she passed him.




  "My darling," he whispered. "You're yourself again to-night."




  "I feel gay," Lyn laughed. "But you must not kiss me when Mr. Stott is about. Perhaps Aunt Lucy has inspired me with hope, perhaps I have made a little discovery of my own. But I am not going to think about that; to-night I am going to be entirely happy."




  Lance came down the next morning with no feeling of coming evil upon him. On the contrary, he felt more hopeful and buoyant than he had done for some time. And it is only in books that the psychological forecast works out according to the mood of the character. Mrs. Lucy Sinclair seemed to share Lance's excellent spirits. Stott winked and shivered, and murmured that he had passed a bad night. His eyes were bleared, and there was a faint odor of brandy about him, early as it was.




  "I hope nobody was ill in the night," he said. "I heard footsteps pass my door."




  Mrs. Sinclair had not heard of any indisposition; she herself had slept soundly, and frankly owned that she wanted her breakfast. And why was Lyn keeping the kidneys waiting? She rang the bell, and instructed Long to ask Miss Lyn's maid if—




  The maid came excitedly into the room. Her face was pale and agitated, her eyes were full of tears. For once even Long was startled out of his episcopal gravity.




  "Well, what is it?" Mrs. Sinclair asked, sharply.




  The maid found her voice at last. The words came tumbling over one another in a torrent.




  "I can't find Miss Verity anywhere," she cried. "She—she told me I was not to call her this morning till half-past eight, as she was very tired. I ventured to go in just now, and she was not in her room."




  "Gone for an early walk, perhaps," Lance suggested.




  "Begging your pardon, Sir Lancelot, but Miss Lyn never slept in her bed at all. And she's taken away her dressing-bag and jewel-case."




  It was true enough. Search high and low as they would, no sign of Lyn could be found. She had fled in the night, leaving no clue behind her. And nobody seemed able to throw the slightest light on the mystery. Lance turned in desperation to Long.




  "Can you tell me anything about it?" he asked.




  Long had an idea, if Sir Lance would pardon his presumption. Perhaps the letter addressed to Sir George had something to do with it. In his own calm, deliberate way Long told the story. Stott stood close by, gazing with bleared eyes, in a face as white as ashes.




  "What sort of a letter?" he croaked. "And where from?"




  "An American letter, Sir Lancelot," said Long, ignoring Stott altogether. "I'll swear to the stamps and the handwriting. A letter just like it came for Sir George not long ago. And Miss Lyn, she opened it, and she seemed struck all of a heap. But of course at the time I didn't think so much about it."




  A peculiar gasping cry came from Stott, but nobody noticed it in the excitement of the moment. He stepped across to the sideboard and literally slopped some brandy into a glass. With both hands he held it to his lips. He glanced furtively round, and breathed the easier when he saw that nobody was heeding him.




  "It is certainly strange," said Lance; "but, after all, this letter might not have had anything to do with the matter. If Miss Lyn had any fancy—"




  "It's the madness!" said Stott, hoarsely; "the madness in the family."




  The shot went home; it left Lance white to the lips. He could have strangled the speaker as he spoke, but that would not have removed the cruelly true suggestion. Why should not the family insanity have suddenly broken out in Lyn? It had done so with the same dire swiftness in the case of her father.




  "If this is true," Lance murmured, "If it is true, why—"




  He paused as Lyn's maid came into the room with an envelope in her hand.




  "For you, madam," she said to Lucy Sinclair. "I found it beside mistress' bed."




  Mrs. Sinclair read rapidly, and then dropped the letter carefully into the heart of the fire. There was a queer light in her eyes.




  "How blind we have all been!" she cried. "Order a carriage round at once, Lance. No, I am going alone. You are the very last person who is to be allowed to accompany me."




  IX — STOTT SEES A GHOST
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  Long meekly suggested that dinner had been getting cold for some time, but Lance warned him aside impatiently. Nevertheless the most troubled of mortals must eat, though whether Lance was consuming bisque or chicken broth he could not have said.




  He looked wearily down the perfectly appointed table, at the graceful ferns and flowers, and Stott's white face all the more pallid behind a screen of scarlet geraniums. And Stott seemed to be equally averse to his food. Long filled his champagne glass four times with a distant air. In Stott's eyes there was a fluctuating terror that Lance failed to see.




  "How—how devilish quiet the place is," Stott said irritably.




  Lance did not hear. Lyn filled up his thoughts to the exclusion of everything else. And for the last three days not one word or sign had come from her. And, what was equally remarkable, no line had come from Aunt Lucy. And she had driven off post-haste, without escort of any kind, and now she, too, seemed to have vanished.




  It was quiet there, as Stott said. For the last two days he had wandered about the house, peeping into the dim shadows as if fearful of finding some nameless horror there. And Long had ventured to remonstrate over the amount of brandy daily ordered by that most undesirable guest.




  Stott sat opposite his host with twitching lips, and hands that played queer muscular tricks upon him. And plate after plate he had pushed from him untasted. He had not dared to shave himself for the last day or two, and the ostentatious diamond stud in his shirt front proclaimed aloud the fact that he had not changed his linen for some days. Truly a strange object in a perfectly appointed house like Broadwater!




  Long and his subordinates had retired, leaving the decanter and the silver cigarette boxes on the table. Lance was smoking in moody silence. He was wondering in a vague kind of way how much more wine Stott could possibly consume without being carried to bed. And if his face was an index to his mind, what a horror spun in that muddled brain of his!




  "You're killing yourself," Lance said curtly.




  "So much the better for you," Stott retorted. Irritation on his part was so rare that Lance looked up in some surprise. "You'll be rid of me then, and free to marry whom you please. Next of kin and no provision made for the property after my death. Lord! If I'd been in your place I should have been murdered long ago."




  There came a strange insane gleam into his eyes; he grasped a dessert knife with just a touch of his old histrionic genius. He was so perfectly the personification of murder that Lance started back in something like alarm.




  The intensity of the little scene fascinated him. Stott was stealing towards him stealthily. He had never done anything finer than this in his whole stage career. Lance knew now what his uncle meant by saying that Stott was the finest actor of his day. Perhaps he was going through some scene in some forgotten play. Anyway there was murder in his face. And Lance suddenly realised how dangerous this man might be on occasion.




  "Put down that knife," he said. "You make my flesh creep."




  Stott came on steadily. He was like a man in the dark, feeling for something. Closer and closer he came, whilst Lance watched him in fascinated amazement. It came to him suddenly that the brandy had done its work, and the man was mad. Still he had no fear of a personal encounter, and a dessert knife is no formidable weapon.




  Clearly Stott was beside himself for a moment. All his muscles had grown tense and rigid, his lips were muttering strange things.




  "It's got to be done!" came the harsh whisper. "Yes, got to be done! Where's the brandy?"




  He paused, the knife fell from his hand. The dull eyes cleared like those of a tired sleeper awakened. The trembling hands fumbled along the table.




  "Brandy!" he yelled. "For God's sake give me brandy!"




  The horror was no longer simulated. Stott stood, rocking backwards and forwards, screaming of strange things and imploring brandy. The whole house would be aroused at this rate. Somewhat against his conscience, Lance procured the poisonous fluid. Stott slopped half of it on the floor, the other half he managed to tilt between his chattering teeth.




  "I'd better send for Burlinson," Lance suggested.




  "No doctor," Stott said, hoarsely. "I'm—I'm better now. It was that face. You saw it?"




  "I didn't. And if it was any more horrible than yours, I'd rather not."




  "A white face all over blood—a face that came from America with a five-cent stamp upon it. There were three of them altogether, but Miss Verity got the last one."




  Stott was off, wandering again, but the hideous horror was gone from his eyes. He swayed to and fro in his chair like a man drunk with sleep. And as he talked, the references to something from America became more frequent. Something from America had arrived, and that something had got into the hands of Miss Verity. And it was vital that Stott should recover that package. Lance listened, with a growing conviction that Stott was betraying useful secrets. It was all mixed up with missing letters and Martin Blake, and a certain cunning newspaper scheme that nobody was to know anything about.




  "What was the name of the paper?" Lance asked.




  Stott made no reply. His head dropped lower on to the bosom of his dingy shirt, and a faint strangled snore came from his lips. He had fallen into a drunken slumber.




  "Better leave him where he is," Lance muttered. "What a soddened little wretch, it is."




  Lance passed into the smoking-room, where he sat for a long time over his cigar. It was long past midnight, and the household were all asleep, before Lance had thought it all out. He felt now that Stott's allusion to the American letters was something more than the vaporings of a diseased brain. Lyn had warned him of the manner in which Stott had taken American letters before. Therefore, there must have been something that he was more than anxious to keep from Sir George's ears.




  Again, Lyn had so strangely disappeared after reading one of these same letters. The sight of Stott's face when he heard that Lyn had read that letter came back to Lance with luminous force. And for the last few days Stott had displayed a miserable anxiety, quite out of proportion to his interest in the future of the house. Beyond doubt, Lyn's disappearance had been a rare fright to him—he had been drinking more heavily in consequence. Why? And how did that rascal Martin Blake become mixed up in the business? If only Stott would give some kind of key to the mystery!




  Lance thought it all out in the silence of the midnight hour. He sat there somewhat oppressed by the solitude of it until the silence was slit by a yell that echoed through the house and brought Lance with a start to his feet.




  Again and again that horrible scream rang from the direction of the dining-room. There was a sound of trampling feet and the crash of broken glass as Lance rushed into the room. Stott stood there with eyes blazing like coals, his lips parted, his whole gaze strained upon some horror he had evolved out of his brandy-soaked brain. He had gathered up an armful of glasses of various kinds, and one after the other was hurling them at the opposite wall. What with the screams and the steady twinkling smash of glass, the thing was full of a nameless horror.




  "Stop!" Lance cried. "Are you mad?"




  "Take him away," Stott screamed. "His face is all over blood. Make him shut those scarlet eyes of his, and I'll say no more. There! I got him. Down he went that time. No, he's up again. And his face is covered all over with fur like a cat's. Ah!"




  Again came the cry—the cry of the man who suffers horribly, and Long burst into the room, followed by a dazed footman or two.




  "Thank heaven you are all right, sir," said Long. "So it's that brute."




  "Mr. Stott isn't well," said Lance with a suggestion of reproof on his face.




  Long made some proposition as to fetching a bucket of water, which Lance discreetly ignored. The fusilade of glass had ceased now, but the horrible screams continued. Out of the gloom behind the dining-room door a frightened maid-servant or two peeped at the strange scene.




  "Everybody is to go to bed except Long," Lance commanded. "I am sorry to have disturbed you. The whole thing is most fearful and humiliating to me."




  They got the wretched man up to his room at length, and then for the next hour were busily engaged in preventing him from doing violence to himself. Strong, healthy men, as Lance and Long were, they were both heartily glad when Burlinson arrived. He took in the situation at a glance.




  "Delirium tremens," he said curtly. "Fancy dragging a hard-working doctor out of his first sleep for the sake of a soddened wretch like that. Oh, I'll do my best, of course. I had no difficulty in gleaning what was the matter from Jackson."




  "I'm afraid it is a bad case," said Lance.




  "About as bad a one as possible, Massey. If he doesn't get sleep I wouldn't give twopence for his life by this time to-morrow. How the fellow manages it with a heart so hopelessly diseased as his beats me. Take his clothes off whilst I get my syringe ready."




  It was no light matter to undress the raving moaning figure pursued by the furies of his own creation, but it was accomplished at last—at least so far as his outer garments were concerned. And they had to hold him down to do as much.




  "Not my clothes," he screamed. "The air is full of winged ants—great hairy things with stings. They will cluster all over my body. Keep them off."




  "Humor him as much as possible," Burlinson muttered from the depth of his bag. "I can manage now if you can roll up one of his sleeves. My word, your friend has no reckless profligacy as far as clean linen is concerned. Did he dine in that shirt?"




  "He has done so for the past fortnight," Lance said grimly. "The fine dingy hue of the shirt front throws up the diamond stud so artistically."




  "Hold him down," said Burlinson. "I shan't be a minute."




  Yelling and fighting, Stott was held down whilst Burlinson applied his syringe to the wasted arm. After the lapse of a few minutes the cries grew fainter, and then ceased altogether. Stott lay back on the bed, sleeping the sleep of one who is utterly exhausted.




  "It's a fearful mental and physical strain," said Burlinson, and he laid his ear to the sleeping man's heart. "What a wonderful natural constitution the fellow must have."




  "Hadn't Jackson better stay here?" Lance asked.




  "No occasion," said Burlinson. "I made the dose pretty strong. He won't wake for many hours. I'll just undo his collar, and then he'll be all right."




  The doctor unloosened the neck band, and turned the shirt sleeve down. Then he paused in his quick muttered speech to examine a stain on the cuff. The dirty irregular patch seemed to fascinate him. In the coolest possible manner he took a pair of scissors from his pocket, nicked the edge of the cuff, and tore it clear away from the sleeve. Under Lance's astonished eyes he folded up the linen and dropped it into his bag.




  "Do you collect that class of curios?" Lance asked, drily.




  "When they are of sufficient interest," Burlinson responded as drily. "If I am not greatly mistaken, I have made a rather important discovery to-night, and one that may make a great difference to your future prospects. And now, if you have any glasses left, I should like a suggestion of whisky in a big soda and a cigar."




  Lance led the way to the smoking-room. He was filled with a curiosity that Burlinson utterly refused to gratify.




  "I'm not going to tell you anything at all," said the doctor. "I have made a discovery or two which will come out at the inquest. I'm going to give Swanley something to talk about, beyond the silly suggestion that you got your poor uncle out of the way so that you could marry Lyn Verity when you pleased."




  Lance winced slightly and the color crept into his cheek.




  "They have been reading that wretched 'Mirror,' I suppose?" he asked.




  "My dear fellow, the whole article has been printed verbatim in the 'Swanley Gazette.' And without prejudice, it is a very clever article indeed. How that letter came to be written by poor Sir George is a mystery that I would give a deal to solve. I know that you had nothing to do with it, and I also know that it was quite superfluous—because Sir George never committed suicide at all."




  "But the letter in his own handwriting proves it."




  "Bosh! It doesn't prove anything at all. It's an important link in a very plausible theory, but no more. Sir George didn't commit suicide."




  "My dear Burlinson, your dogmatic suggestion is not evidence. And public opinion is dead against you. Personally, I don't know what to think about it. The more I think, the more confused I get altogether."




  Burlinson rose, emptied his glass, and tossed his cigar into the fire. He smiled with the supreme air of the man who knows things.




  "I am going to demonstrate that Sir George was murdered," he said; "indeed, I don't mind going a step farther, and saying that before very long we shall be able to lay our hands upon the actual criminal."




  X — BURLINSON FOLLOWS IT UP
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  Lance came down to breakfast with the knowledge that he had a trying day before him. Long in a lofty voice informed him that Stott was better, but that under the circumstances he had no inclination to rise at present.




  "And he's very anxious to know if he said anything foolish, Sir Lancelot," Long concluded.




  Lance smiled grimly. He could quite understand Stott's feelings in that respect. But there were other feelings to think of besides the bibulous comedian, seeing that this was the day fixed for the adjourned inquest into the death of Sir George. As Lance toyed with his breakfast he could see the public had already begun to gather in the park.




  There would be a big muster, he thought, bitterly. After that sensational "Mirror" article, popular excitement over the case had been worked up in a most remarkable manner. Already a large section had made up their minds that Lance was guilty of the murder of his uncle, and were ready to blame the police for their supineness in the matter. And more than one erstwhile friendly face had been turned from Lance of late.




  There were letters on the table, only one of which interested Lance at all. It was just a few lines from Lucy Sinclair, written from the Adelphi Hotel, Liverpool, telling Lance that he need not worry about Lyn, and that he would hear no more for a week or so. All this pointed to the fact that Mrs. Sinclair was going to America. But why this further mystery? With a feeling of irritation and disgust, Lance pitched the letter into the fire.




  The leaden minutes kept lagging on, and the crowd in the park thickened. Not a tenth part of these people would ever get into the house. A little knot of journalists were prowling about the garden, and one enterprising lady in spectacles and close-cropped hair was busy taking snapshots. Lance was not displeased to see a few figures in uniform.




  Midday boomed out slowly from the big stable clock; the doors were thrown back, and the public crowded into the ballroom. The place was packed with a mass of perspiring humanity; they flowed right away to the Coroner's table. For once in his life Long was helpless. An indignity like this had been beyond his most uneasy dreams.




  Lance pushed his way up to the table with a feeling that every eye was upon him. He could see that the Coroner was looking unusually grave and that he had a yellow-hued paper in his hand, beyond doubt a current copy of the "Mirror."




  "Before we formally open the proceedings, I have a few remarks to make," he said. "I have a copy of a weekly paper called the 'Mirror.' In this paper is a gross libel on Sir Lancelot Massey. But Sir Lancelot will probably look after his own interests. The libel is a flagrant contempt of Court; a direction to the jury, and a practical settlement of the matter before the inquiry is concluded. Legal steps will be taken to punish the guilty parties; meanwhile, I hope that any of the jury who have read that article will put it out of their minds."




  One of the twelve shook his head doggedly.




  The sight of a thing in print is wonderfully convincing to the mind of the ignorant. And the shock-headed juryman had a standing grievance against the family of Massey.




  "Supposin' as how it's true?" he said, truculently.




  "Perhaps Sir Lancelot would like to make a statement?" the Coroner suggested.




  For Massey had arisen to his feet indignantly. He flashed a defiant glance round the room, but he could discern few friendly faces there.




  "I am greatly obliged to you, sir," he said. "The representative of that rag yonder came to me with two interviews already written. The one was couched in the most complimentary language, the other was the tissue of lies most of you have seen. Unless I paid £100 down, the libel would be published in due course. I thrashed the scoundrel who made the suggestion, and he has not dared to take steps to bring me to justice."




  "Have you got any proofs of that, sir?" asked the shock-headed man.




  "I am afraid you must take my word for it," Lance said bitterly. "I am on my oath."




  But the recalcitrant juryman refused to be convinced. He had ever been ready to abide by everything he saw in print, and the principles of a lifetime were not to be uprooted like this. Lance glanced at the Coroner, and the latter smiled.




  "I am prepared to answer any questions that Mr. Potter may put to me," Lance said.




  The Coroner was understood to say that the whole thing was irregular, but he made no further protest. Potter turned upon his quarry eagerly. He had had greatness thrust upon him. Under happier circumstances he would have made an excellent lawyer.




  "You be engaged to Miss Verity?" he asked, tentatively.




  Lance admitted the fact freely. He also confessed that his partiality for the lady in question had been the cause of friction between himself and Sir George, his uncle. All these facts were set out with brutal frankness in the "Mirror." The Coroner writhed uneasily in his chair as Mr. Potter proceeded to score points in rapid succession.




  "Very well," the latter said. "If your uncle had lived and you had married Miss Verity you would have been a pauper. Therefore, it was lucky for you that your uncle died."




  "Up to the present I fail to see it," Lance said, bitterly.




  "But he did die, and you were like to benefit by it. You knew nothing about the will?"




  "The will came as a great surprise to me."




  "Just what that there 'Mirror' says," Potter exclaimed, triumphantly. "Also that you wanted Sir George out of the way. And then Sir George leaves a letter saying as how he's taken his own life. And that letter was copied from a play of yours. If you deny that—"




  "I don't deny it," Lance interrupted. "The fact only makes the mystery all the more inexplicable. I have here in my pocket a copy of the play, containing a facsimile, or what is practically a facsimile, of that letter. But I had nothing to do with it."




  "Um!" Potter grunted. "Somebody killed Sir George."




  "Nobody killed Sir George," Lance cried. "He committed suicide. Beyond all possible doubt that letter was in his own handwriting. Every test absolutely proves the fact. Nothing you can say or do can alter that truth."




  Potter shook his head and muttered something. He had blundered up against a stone wall, and this one solid fact had brought up his line of argument all standing. His was not the kind of intellect that can double back. He sat down in his chair and declared that he had no more questions to ask. But his dogged air seemed to say he was not in the least deceived by the cunning of Sir Lancelot.




  "Perhaps it would be as well to thrash this matter out whilst we are about it," the Coroner suggested. "You were not on friendly terms with the deceased, Sir Lancelot?"




  "Well, I should hardly go so far as that," Lance said.




  "You mean that there was no actual quarrel?"




  "My uncle never quarrelled with anybody. But I was very anxious to marry Miss Verity, and he was just as anxious to prevent me."




  "Did he give any reason for his objection?"




  "Yes. He recognised the fact that most of the Masseys were weak-minded, and he was very anxious for more robust blood in the family. And you see it is on record that insanity existed among the Veritys. Many here will know that."




  "Miss Verity's father was the central figure of a distressing tragedy?"




  "Quite so. That to a matter of record. Hence Sir George's horror of my approaching marriage. He told me—and he meant every word that he said—that if I persisted, everything that he could leave elsewhere would be alienated from me."




  "Sir George had told you this more than once?"




  "Frequently. It was a favorite topic with him latterly."




  "Was the matter mentioned on the night of his death?"




  "Yes, directly after dinner. The discussion took the form of an ultimatum. I did not see my poor uncle again till I found him in his chair, dead."




  The Coroner looked grave, and Potter wagged his head sagely. On the face of it these were damning admissions. An uneasy stir ran through the packed audience. The mystery was apparently complete or insoluble, but here was the man confessing that he stood to benefit by the death of his uncle, and whose own composition had been recorded as evidence of suicide. If the audience had been polled at that moment, by an immense majority Lancelot Massey would have been voted as a dangerous and preternaturally cunning criminal.




  Lance sat down at length, and Wallace stood up to give evidence. Asked if he had seen any reasons why his late client should have committed suicide, he declared that he had not. Sir George was not a strong-minded man, but he had a fine lucidity of mind.




  "Then you saw nothing strange in his will?" the Coroner asked.




  "Well, I won't go quite so far as that," Wallace said thoughtfully. "You see, my late client had a perfect mania on the subject of heredity. That he should have chosen such an executor as Mr. Malcolm Stott makes no difference to the case. The will itself shows great lucidity. It was drawn up by a great London firm and witnessed by two of the leading physicians of the day—Sir Spencer Wilkins and Sir Lionel Graves. Both of these gentlemen had examined my late client, and they will no doubt tell you what conclusions they formed, if necessary."




  Again the audience stirred, for the names Wallace had mentioned were very exalted names indeed. The suicide during a temporary aberration of intellect theory was getting very thin. And the more thin the theory became the worse it looked for Lancelot Massey.




  "Under ordinary circumstances everything would have gone to the present holder of the title?" the Coroner asked.




  "I presume so," Wallace said guardedly. "Sir George was exceedingly fond of his nephew, and very proud of him into the bargain. But he was not the man to discuss family matters freely."




  "You did not find him morbid-minded?"




  "Not in the least. He had a horror of violence or extremes of any kind. Unless I had seen that letter I should have utterly declined to believe that he had committed suicide."




  "You have no doubt as to the genuineness of the handwriting?"




  "None whatever. Beyond question Sir George wrote that letter. No, I have no theory. I was never so utterly puzzled over a thing in my life."




  There was a pause in the proceedings as Wallace resumed his seat, and then Dr. Burlinson nodded to the Coroner. He was perfectly cool and collected, save for the glittering gleam behind his glasses. He desired to be sworn in a dry, self-contained tone.




  "If you can throw some light on the matter," the Coroner suggested, "why—"




  He paused significantly. Nobody appeared to be particularly interested besides Massey. He felt his heart beating a little quicker than usual.




  "It was at my instigation that the inquiry was adjourned," said the doctor. "Since the last hearing I have made a post-mortem examination of the deceased. At the time I decided that there was some strange mystery here, and events have justified my forecast. It is generally believed that Sir George died of wounds self-inflicted or otherwise by a razor."




  The packed audience swayed forward eagerly. Even the Coroner was startled out of his official calm.




  "Do you mean to combat that suggestion?" the latter asked.




  "Certainly I do," Burlinson said fiercely. "On the face of it, my statement seems absurd. There was the wound, the blood, and the razor; but Sir George Massey didn't die that way all the same. When that razor was used he was dead already!"




  A cry rose like one voice from the listeners, a cry of amazement and incredulity. It was some little time before silence could be restored.




  "It sounds beyond the bounds of reason," the Coroner exclaimed. "Do you mean to say that after Sir George had made his written confession and destroyed himself, in some way yet to be disclosed, somebody made a murderous attack upon his dead body?"




  Ears were strained to catch the reply. Burlinson stood quite calmly, not a bit affected by the excitement seething around him.




  "That is exactly what I do mean to say," he replied; "and what is more, I am in a position to prove it. And in so grave a statement as this I am not going to stand by my own sole opinion. I have consulted Sir Spencer Wilkins and Sir Lionel Graves, both of whom were acquainted with Sir George's physical attributes, and they are of the same opinion as myself—that when my late patient was attacked with that razor he was already dead. Oh, I am not talking nonsense, I assure you."




  Again the cry burst out, and once more excitement reigned supreme.




  "You can tell us about it?" the Coroner suggested.




  "I could in time, and I will," Burlinson said coolly; "but not now. You may adjourn the inquest to a further day if you will. But for the present, and in the interests of justice, I utterly decline to say another word."




  The Coroner looked down at Inspector Lawrence, who nodded approval.




  "Quite right, sir," the latter said. "I ask for an adjournment till this day fortnight."




  XI — THE "MIRROR" IS DIMMED
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  Silverburn House sounds like a sufficiently important address off the Strand, and the palatial pile in question presents an imposing appearance. But Silverburn House is not entirely given over to colossal suites of offices; for instance, there are several suites of rooms up amongst the chimneys within the reach of the modest and retiring. Still, the address is the same, and appeals to the imagination, like the "rooms" of Dick Swiveller.




  In one of these gables, like the modest violet, the "Mirror" flourished. The "offices" consisted of one room divided by means of a canvas screen. Not that it much mattered, for the "Mirror" people were shy of publicity—for themselves—and great literary deeds have oft been done in the most commonplace environment.




  In this modest retreat many brilliant and atrocious libels were written by Ekstein, proprietor of the "Mirror," and his chief of the staff, Blake. These, with scurrilous cuttings from kindred periodicals, formed the weekly issue of the paper. It was deliciously simple, and it paid—for there were many timid victims who preferred the blackmail to publicity.




  With a shade over his right eye and a bandage on his right wrist, Blake sat muttering and cursing over some peculiarly atrocious gossip, he was working up. The small Jew boy who made up the balance of the office staff was busily engaged killing flies with the aid of a piece of elastic. Ekstein himself was out on business. He had gone to draw £200 from the latest and most foolish of his victims, and Blake was wishing him back again. For "business" had been very slack of late, and Blake's breakfast had been of the sketchiest description. Moreover, he was without tobacco or the means of procuring it. All this added to Blake's natural anxiety. And this was the third time Ekstein had tried to draw that little cheque. The victim was a fool, but he seemed to be very fond of his money.




  "Boaz," said Blake, "go as far as Gretton's office, and see if you can find the boss."




  The small boy with the large nose put his elastic in his pocket and slid down the stairs. At the expiration of a long half-hour he came back breathless. His beautiful eyes gleamed with excitement, and he staggered round the office like a revolving Bailey on a certain historic occasion. Blake brought him up standing with a cuff that he did not in the least resent.




  "Idiot!" Blake cried. "Have you seen the governor?"




  "'Ave I seen the governor?" Boaz asked, ironically. "Rather! My hat! Going to Bow-street in a keb with a couple of 'tecs—and the prosecutor behind in a 'ansom keb. Prosecutor Mr. James Gretton. Charge, attempting to extract money by threats. 'Tec hidden in the room and 'eard it all—so a boy in Gretton's office told me."




  Blake's big red face paled slightly. He was conscious of a queer lump in the back of his throat. So it had come at last. Well, they had had a good innings, but the result was inevitable. Sooner or later, they were bound to drop upon a shrewd man who looked quite otherwise, and Gretton, unfortunately, had proved to belong to the latter fraternity.




  Then suddenly Blake grabbed his hat. He tore off his ink-stained office coat, and donned the frock which so sadly needed rejuvenation. In his own phraseology, he was in this thing "up to the neck." As soon as Ekstein was safely housed they would be after him. Already there was a heavy step on the stairs and a knock at the door. Visitors were not usually encouraged at the "Mirror" office. More than once much painful violence had followed their advent.




  Blake dived under the table behind the screen.




  "I'm out, Boaz," he whispered, hoarsely. "Gone into the country on business."




  Boaz nodded, quite equal to the occasion. The visitor particularly desired to see Mr. Blake. With the bland and innocent gaze of a child, Boaz gave the desired information. A few minutes later, and Blake was creeping down the stairs with his heart in his mouth. Boaz calmly helped himself to some thirty shillings' worth of loose stamps, and turned his back on literature for all time.




  Blake stood looking dizzily up the Strand. He had been in evil case before, but never in one quite so hard as this. He was in danger of imminent arrest; once the ball was started there would be no lack of evidence against him. And his Majesty's judges were prejudiced against blackmailing. Moreover, Blake had no credit, and his money was absolutely exhausted.




  He was ready to do anything, murder if necessary, to put him in funds. He ought to be on his way to America by this time—or, say, Jersey. That was the way he had escaped once before—by way of Jersey and St. Malo in a fishing smack. But here he was, tied by the leg for the sake of a few paltry pounds. The whole thing had burst with such amazing suddenness that Blake was trembling and dazed still.




  Then he became aware of the fact that somebody was addressing him. Gradually that somebody evolved itself into a white-haired lady with glasses—a lady with a penetrating glance and an exceedingly resolute chin. Blake removed his worn hat with a flourish. It was just possible that there might be a way out here.




  "I am Mrs. Sinclair," the lady said. "I have come to London on purpose to see you. Perhaps you have not forgotten me."




  Blake averred that he was ashamed to admit that such was the case. And yet he felt that he had seen those clear-cut features somewhere.




  "What can I do for you?" he said politely. "It seems a strange request to make, but, if you happen to have such a thing as a sovereign about you for a few hours—"




  "I haven't," Lucy Sinclair said gravely. "Still, when we get to America—"




  "America?" Blake gasped. Certainly it was a morning of adventures. He had lost his occupation, he stood in imminent danger of arrest, and now he had come across a middle-aged lunatic of ladylike and pleasing appearance.




  "America," Lucy Sinclair said firmly. "I have travelled in more congenial company, but that is a mere detail. Still, as you will travel steerage—. But I can see you want to know who I am. My name I have already told you. As to the rest, it was I who helped Colonel Borrowdaile over those silver mine frauds."




  Blake gasped, and his big knees knocked together. There was a certain ghastly blue pallor on his face; a great bead of perspiration trickled down his forehead.




  "You are not going to rake up that?" he asked.




  "Neither that nor anything else," Mrs. Sinclair said gravely. "I am going to America for a certain purpose, and it is necessary that you should accompany me. I fancy I have stumbled upon a plot far more cunning than anything your brain ever devised—and that little scheme was worked out during the time you were connected with the New York 'Record.'"




  "Not in my time," Blake stammered. "I was—was—"




  "Comparatively honest then. That was before you found a fitting field for your greet talents. Here is my card. You are to call at that address at 3 o'clock."




  Blake promised with alacrity. Fortune had played into his hand again. The very opportunity he was longing for had presented itself. His occupation was gone, he was utterly penniless and in hourly danger of arrest. America sounded like paradise to him—like a cool spring in a parched desert. And once across the water he could easily give this woman the slip.




  "I shall only be too pleased to be of service to you," he said, in his most flamboyant manner. "And a trip to America is essential to my well-being just now. But literature, my dear lady, has its drawbacks. How often were some of its brightest lights—er—hard up. Goldsmith—Chatterton—"




  "And Blake," Mrs. Sinclair said drily. "Here are five shillings—quite enough to last till 3 o'clock, provided that you don't squander it paying your debts, or other eccentricities of that kind. I propose to pay you liberally later on, but for the present I am not going to put temptation in your way. Sobriety may be painful, but it is absolutely necessary."




  Lucy Sinclair turned on her heel, leaving Blake to the contemplation of the two half-crowns in his grimy hand. He made his way cautiously along the Embankment and so across Westminster Bridge. He would be safe there for the present. He invested twopence in having his beard removed, and a further eightpence in the purchase of a pair of cheap, tinted spectacles. At an old clothes emporium, he bartered his frock coat and top hat for a Norfolk jacket and a soft Homburg hat, thereby augmenting his exchequer to the extent of three shillings over the deal. When he had lunched and drunk and lighted a home-made cigarette he found the outlook of a far more roseate description. It was better than a cell at Bow-street, anyway. And his lunch had made a different man of him. He swaggered up the Strand presently, past Silverburn House, where a man in plain clothes was doing nothing with an obvious air. Blake chuckled.




  He was punctual in calling at the private hotel where Mrs. Sinclair was staying. She treated him in a caustic manner that jarred on his nerves.




  "Now I am going straight to the point," she said. "The other day you came down to Broadwater to see my nephew on business. He refused to be blackmailed over the matter, and he expressed his feelings with considerable freedom. Who put you up to that idea?"




  "It came indirectly from Stott," Blake admitted. "Stott and I used to be friends."




  "Yes, in the States. That is precisely the reason why you and I are going to America. Did it ever occur to you that Malcolm Stott is a far more acute man than yourself?"




  "What? Just now?" Blake asked. "No, I can't say it has."




  "I don't mean now. I mean before Stott dissolved his brains in alcohol. Yes, when the time comes I shall be in a position to prove that Stott used you on several occasions without you having the slightest knowledge of the fact. Even in his present condition he has used you again."




  "Pardon me if I fail to see it, Madame."




  "Well, it is in this way. Stott apparently had no further use for you. Then why did he let you know what snug quarters he had at Broadwater? Under ordinary circumstances he would have known that you would be always pestering him for money. To obtain that money you would not have hesitated to threaten Stott with an exposure of his past. And in the face of it, he lets you know where he is and what a good time he is having. Moreover, he contrives to inform you as to the strange coincidence of that letter of Sir George Massey's and the letter in my nephew's play. He also posts you as to Sir George's prejudice against Miss Verity and of my nephew's affection for her. Why?"




  "I expect I'm extra dense to-day," Blake said sullenly.




  "Then perhaps a mere woman may be permitted to enlighten you. Stott knew exactly how you were getting your living and how you would jump at the chance of so splendid an opportunity of levying blackmail. He also knew the temper of my nephew. He knew that you would get soundly thrashed—which you were, to my own great satisfaction. And Stott knew just what you would do out of revenge. His little scheme blackened my nephew's name, which was just what he wanted. He must have chuckled hugely when he saw you limping out of the park the other day."




  Mrs. Sinclair's little shaft hit the mark. If she was bent on inflaming Blake against his quondam ally, she was succeeding beyond her utmost expectations. And Blake's respect for the clear-eyed woman before him was increasing rapidly. Hitherto he had only been angry with Stott because his scheme had failed; but now he could see matters in another light. Nor was the logic of the position lost upon him. Mrs. Sinclair had put it pithily and clearly, and there was reason in every word that she said. Blake ground his teeth as he saw how he had been fooled.




  "Stott is a great scoundrel," he said.




  "He is," Mrs. Sinclair replied. "Behind his baby face and watery eyes lies a brain that for cunning cannot be beaten. For years now that rascal has been working out a plan to get my late brother Sir George and the family estates into his grip. Ten years that scheme has been slowly ripening; for 10 years those cunning tentacles were wrapping round Sir George. He had no secrets from Stott, and Stott played his knowledge boldly. If something is not done soon all the property will pass to Stott. And there is but one way of defeating him, and that is to get to the root of the colossal lie on which the whole fabric is built. To trace that lie I have to go to the States and you have to accompany me. It is just as well to disguise yourself, because you will have to go amongst people whom it will be judicious to appear not to know. Do you understand?"




  "Partly," Blake said. "If this is a game to knock Stott out you can count on me using every endeavor to assist you. Pay me well and I'll not trouble you over scruples. But I don't see why you want me."




  "I was just coming to that. It is your knowledge of New York papers that I need—the papers of 10 years ago. I spoke just now of Borrowdaile and the mine frauds. You know how ingeniously the newspapers were worked for that, and you know that Stott was at the bottom of it all. Well, he had built up the wall of fraud and deceit round Broadwater in precisely the same way. Directly I saw you two together the other day it came upon me like an inspiration. And here was the very man I wanted to my hand—a man whom I had in my power. And this is why you are here to-day, and this is why you are going to America."




  Blake nodded. His luck was in again. He would play his new-found ally fairly if it suited his book to do so, if not he would play her false. All the same he would have liked to have had a little more information to go upon.




  "Do you allude to any particular New York paper?" he asked.




  Mrs. Sinclair saw the drift of the question and smiled.




  "I must not tell you too much," she replied. "But the paper I particularly refer to is the New York 'Record.' Amongst the dirty piles of the back numbers of that Journal lies the secret that is to save the Massey family from absolute ruin."




  XII — AN UNEXPECTED MEETING




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Martin Blake's dream was destined to an early awakening so far as money was concerned. He was going to have no royal time at Lucy Sinclair's expense. He was to be on board the "Campanella" at Liverpool on the following Thursday, and a steerage ticket had been procured for that purpose. As to the rest, Mrs. Sinclair had given him just three pounds to last five days, including his journey to Liverpool. His wardrobe could be replenished in New York.




  "What have I done to deserve this generosity?" Blake asked bitterly. Mrs. Sinclair laughed aloud. One of the strong points of that remarkable lady's character was that she never lost her temper.




  "Work first and pay after," she said. "As for your deserts, you are getting more than you are entitled to. Do you suppose I can't see that you are most anxious to get out of the country? If you could only have seen your face that morning I met you outside the 'Mirror' office! Then you shave off your beard and wear tinted glasses! I propose to pay you and to make use of you, but I don't trust you a single inch. Now go."




  And Blake went meekly enough. Well, perhaps he could use this woman later on, though he had his doubts about it. At any rate she might have given him a hint as to what she was really after. What was it that lay buried amidst the musty flies of the "Record"? Blake was utterly at sea over the business. Still, he was bound to find out sooner or later, and then he would know how to make terms for himself. Meanwhile it was not unpleasant to sit in the modest room and puff a cigarette as he read that Ekstein had been committed for trial, and that the magistrate refused bail. Anything was better than a gaol, as Blake knew by experience.




  Scarcely had Blake disappeared than Mrs. Sinclair got her modest belongings together and departed from London. She went down to Brighton by the 5.40 Pullman express, and drove at once to 5 Grove Park Villas, where she asked to see Miss Verity. Miss Verity was just having her dinner in her private room—if the lady would send in her name. Mrs. Sinclair gently insinuated her way into the house in her own quick style, and a moment later she was looking reproachfully at Lyn.




  "No emotions yet," she said. "Finish your dinner first, or ring the bell and give me some. And whatever you do, don't weep into the soup."




  Lyn laughed unsteadily, and choked back her tears. And she was grateful to Lucy Sinclair for the easy flippancy of her address. Also she was terribly lonely. A great thankfulness filled her heart as she looked into the other's strong, kindly face.




  "How did you find me?" she asked presently.




  "Intuition," Miss Sinclair said calmly. "My dear, of all the mental gifts, intuition is the foremost and most useful. You chose to run away, leaving a few vague words for me. Whether or not you did a wise thing makes no difference for the present. You ran away because you were frightened that a certain thing would be discovered. As far as I know, you have no relations in England. I have heard you say that as a child you were very happy in this house, and that the woman who keeps it used to be like a mother to you. And a few days ago you were longing for Brighton. I hate the place myself, but that is a detail. And everybody who has done anything foolish or is going to do anything foolish repairs to Brighton. I recollected the name of your friend here, and I just came absolutely certain of finding you."




  Lyn kissed the smooth, straight brow of her friend affectionately.




  "You are a darling!" she said; "and the most tactful woman in England. Most of my friends would have scolded me furiously; but I see you are going to do nothing of the kind. And though we have been over an hour sitting at the dinner table, you haven't asked me a single question."




  Lucy Sinclair smiled benignly. She knew perfectly well that the girl would open her heart presently. She saw the color creeping back into the lovely face, she saw Lyn expanding out of the shell of her misery like a flower. And presently, when they had passed under the electric circles of the Palace Pier, and sat looking over at the Worthing Lights, Lyn began to talk.




  "Do you know why I left Broadwater?" she asked.




  "Fancy one woman asking another that question!"




  "Aunt Lucy, I believe you would joke with a Lord Chancellor or an Archbishop. I left Broadwater because I was afraid to stay. Not that I minded for my own sake. It was for Lance that I was disturbed. And Stott appeared to be on the verge of making a discovery that would have ruined Lance. That little wretch was getting on my nerves, and therefore I came away."




  "In which you acted very foolishly—" there was a note of reproach in Mrs. Sinclair's voice for the first time—"very foolishly indeed. Surely you might have gone away in a more rational and natural manner. And when you had gone, what did Stott say?"




  "Something exceedingly unpleasant, no doubt."




  "He said it was the family insanity breaking out in you."




  Lyn's delicate face flamed scarlet. She shuddered as if something loathsome had touched her. It was some little time before she spoke again.




  "He is very clever," she said. "If he only kept away from the brandy bottle he would beat us all. And fancy him thinking of a point like that! But I am not mad, Auntie—only reckless and troubled for the sake of the man I have ruined."




  "Then why did you marry him, my child?" Mrs. Sinclair asked, calmly.




  Lyn gave a little gasping cry. The color fled from her face, and left it with a tinge like old ivory.




  "Did Lance tell you?" she whispered. "Did Stott find out, after all?"




  "Not that I am aware of. Stott may suspect, though he has been careful not to betray himself to me. My dear, I guessed it. I felt quite certain that you were thinking more about Lance than yourself, which is the way of good women all the world over. You argued that if Stott found out he would crush Lance at a blow. And the creepy, crawly little wretch was getting on your nerves. And you have been married for some time."




  "Wonderful woman! How did you find that out?"




  "By a careful study of your character. It must have been some time ago, because you would never have consented to marry Lance after you had known of Sir George's will. Nor would Lance have compromised your future. It was a foolish thing to do, but there was nothing criminal or self-seeking about it. Am I not right?"




  "Perfectly right, you amazing seer. I have been married nearly a year."




  "And your marriage cannot be concealed much longer?"




  "No. How wonderfully you seem to understand everything! The knowledge that the truth must be told soon is at once a terror and a delight to me. It need not be yet; it need not be for a month or more. Meanwhile I leave Lance with a free hand. And many things may happen in a month. I should like to go far, far away, for—for—you understand?"




  "I understand perfectly, Lyn. And you shall go far away. I shall let Lance know that you are safe and well, and then you and I are going to New York. You need not look surprised; I am not going to cross the Atlantic at much physical inconvenience for amusement; I am going there to learn the truth of the tragedy that darkens your life, Lyn. And if I can prove that we have all been deluded, what then?"




  "It will be like the ending of a fairy story," Lyn cried. "But I must not build up hope on that. Did we not have the pitiful story in black and white?"




  Mrs. Sinclair opened her lips to say something, and then changed her mind.




  "I am not so sure of it," she said. "At any rate, I am going to sift the thing to the bottom. Fortune has given me the very tool I required, and that tool is the avowed enemy of Malcolm Stott. And now, what was in that letter there was such a fuss about?"




  "The letter!" Lyn stammered. "Did—did they know?"




  "Long saw you. He was quite right to tell that you had opened an American letter addressed to Sir George, and that the contents seemed to greatly disturb you. And you should have seen Stott's face. A man about to be hanged would have looked like a comedian alongside of him!"




  "Yes, because he knew that the letter referred to him!" Lyn cried, eagerly. "There were others from the same source that had been stolen. I helped myself to this one. Here it is."




  She took the envelope from her pocket. Inside was a sheet of thin type-written paper with a few lines.




  Are you going to take no heed of my warning?" it ran. "You are being made the sport of a scoundrel, who is deliberately wrecking two innocent lives for his own ends.


  





  You are under a strange delusion.




  Go to Martin Blake, c/o "Mirror" office, Silverburn House. W.C., and pay him well for the story of the 'Record' office and July 17, 1888.




  This is written by no friend of yours, but by one who would go far if he dared to injure Malcolm Stott.




  Don't leave it till too late."




  That was all—no heading or superscription or anything. To Lyn it conveyed nothing, but to Mrs. Sinclair every word was pregnant with the deepest meaning.




  "This is really a great find," she said. "And that date is most important."




  "Who is this Martin Blake?" Lyn asked.




  Mrs. Sinclair laughed. Everything was working out for her wonderfully.




  "My ally in the forthcoming campaign," she declared. "As a matter of fact I have known Martin Blake for years. He is almost as great a scoundrel as Malcolm Stott, and he will throw men over without the least compunction if he can better himself by so doing. But I have a stone in the sling for him if he attempts to play me false. And now I am not going to answer any more questions, and I am not going to say any more than this—before a month is past Stott will be powerless for further harm, and our king will come into his own again. How wonderfully effective those rings of electric light are!"




  So it came about that Lyn walked home along the King's-road feeling happier than she had done for some considerable time. But Mrs. Sinclair would not hear of her writing to Lance so long as there was a chance of the letter falling into Stott's hands.




  "Lance shall know you are with me," she said. "We can manage the American business far better than he, with my knowledge, and Lance is best at Broadwater keeping an eye on Stott. To-morrow you will have to look to your wardrobe."




  The next two days passed quietly enough, and Thursday evening saw the two at Liverpool. Mrs. Sinclair satisfied herself that Blake was on board, and then with the utmost fortitude and resignation made up her mind to be seriously indisposed for the next three days. Long past Queenstown the sea was beautifully smooth, but Mrs. Sinclair refused to be comforted.




  "I can't help it," she said. "Rough or smooth, it's all the same to me. It is one of the faults of my construction. Leave me to my dry biscuits and soda-water, and enjoy yourselves. On the third day I shall be as the best of you."




  The voyage was a long delight to Lyn. The motion, the variety, the freshness brought back the color to her cheeks and the strength to her limbs. There was always something novel to look at, some bit of comedy to be studied. And on the fourth day there was a talk of private theatricals and a great demand for a little man who came creeping up on deck with pallid face and mild blue eyes. He was desolated, he said, but he was really not up to it. They must pray excuse him, as his acting days were over. At the first sound of the little man's voice Lyn fled below and summoned her aunt. That lady was prepared to come on deck looking none the worse for her indisposition.




  "Auntie," Lyn said breathlessly, "I've a tremendous surprise in store for you."




  Mrs. Sinclair declared that she was past the age of surprises, but she certainly gasped as she saw a little figure in a long deck chair, smoking a cigarette. He was quite by himself now, as the mob of amateur players had found a younger American actor who was by no means averse to be lionised.




  The little figure in the deck chair looked round him, and his face grew pale as he saw Mrs. Sinclair. His hands were trembling, too, but that was a normal matter. He rolled out of the chair with an assumption of ease and bonhommie he was far from feeling. Lucy Sinclair could see the terror in his eyes; she saw how the shaking left hand was clutched over his heart.




  "This," he gasped painfully, as if he had run far, "this is a totally unexpected pleasure. And Miss Verity also! This is a paradise made complete."




  "You are easily satisfied with your paradise, Mr. Stott," Lucy said coldly.




  "Then I should be difficult to please. So you are going to New York—I mean to the States. I also am going to the States. I was exceedingly ill after you left Broadwater, and my doctor insisted on a thorough change. I suggested Torquay—but he was adamant. 'A sea voyage or you are a dead man,' he said. For myself, as a dead man, I had no possible use, and voila tout. If you will excuse me for a moment—"




  He turned away and staggered below. Mrs. Sinclair looked after him grimly.




  "It was a nasty shock for him," she said. "Did you ever see a man in such a state of pitiable terror! It will take a very large dose of brandy to settle his nerves again. And yet I would not have this happen for a great deal."




  "Why not, Auntie? He can do us no harm."




  "Can he not? He is going to New York to try and destroy the very thing I am after. And he knows I am after it. I hope to goodness he hasn't seen Martin Blake on—"




  A steward came up and placed a note in the speaker's hand. She hastily tore it open, and saw it was in Blake's handwriting.




  "Danger," it ran. "Stott is aboard the Campanella. I have seen him, but he hasn't recognised me. Whatever you do don't let him know I am here."




  Mrs. Sinclair tore the letter in tiny fragments.




  "Does the man take me for a fool?" she said tartly. "Lyn, the play has commenced."
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  The packed perspiring mass stored signs of deepest dejection and disappointment. It was like the sudden downfall of the curtain ere the crux of the play in consequence of the sudden indisposition of the heroine. Burlinson was a great man in that part of the world, but never had his neighbors regarded him with the same awe as at present.




  "Wouldn't they like to know!" he murmured to Lance. "Wouldn't they like to dissect me and see what I have got hidden in my brain."




  "Have you got anything hidden in your brain?" Lance asked.




  Burlinson watched the audience filing out with a queer grim smile.




  "They've only got to wait till the next performance," he said. "And, as they paid nothing to come in, they can't logically grumble. And I have something concealed in my brain beyond the bee that you so broadly hint at. I said just now that poor Sir George was dead before that razor was laid to his throat, and I have the highest professional opinion behind me. And before long I am going to lay my hands on the criminal."




  "Two criminals according to your own showing. What a maddening mystery it is!"




  "Oh, I see what you are driving at. And you are logical, anyway. Now that we have the house to ourselves again, I'll go and see my patient."




  By dint of threats and the assistance of the police, Broadwater had been restored to its usual placidity again. Lance gave a little sigh of satisfaction, and he lighted a cigarette and gazed thoughtfully across the peaceful park. The frightened deer were standing knee-deep in the bracken again; a couple of gorgeous pheasants strutted across the lawn.




  Where was it all going to end, Lance wondered. And who were the two men who had been moved by such a deadly hatred of Sir George? Was it possible that the latter had belonged to some secret society? The idea of his being killed and then attacked, as he lay dead, was horrible. Perhaps he had had a sudden warning, and the fright had killed him. Perhaps that suicide's letter had been deliberately intended to hide the truth. Again, it was possible that Sir George had been forced to write it, and thus save possible exposure. And how had the assassin or assassins managed to enter and leave the house? It must have been suicide. When Burlinson's theory came to be tested it would collapse like a child's balloon.




  Burlinson himself broke in upon his meditations. His patient was better, he said, and he had ordered him out into the fresh air.




  "An interesting case," he said, drily, "and one that I desire to study. With that object I am going to invite myself here to dinner to-morrow night. And my patient must dine with us, too. Don't lacerate his feelings with any suggestion as to his room being preferable to his company."




  "I don't think you need worry about that," Lance said, bitterly. "The art of insinuation is lost upon Stott. He can sit through the coldest evening of slights and contumely with a smile. Nothing short of dynamite will remove him when he not wanted."




  "So much the better," Burlinson growled. "He's better, but his nerves are terribly shaken. I have been arousing his curiosity over my evidence to-day. And if you see and hear queer things from Stott to-morrow night it would be better to ignore them."




  "I have been ignoring Stott's queer antics for years," Lance said bitterly. Burlinson smiled as if well pleased, and took his leave. Stott kept out of the way for the rest of the day, for which Lance was grateful. The former was evidently better, according to Long, who remarked that it looked like a case of reformation, seeing that the interesting patient had saved a little brandy out of a bottle in the course of four and twenty hours.




  "Which I hope such moderation will last, Sir Lancelot," Long said gravely.




  Lance rebuked this outburst of humor mildly, but the sarcasm appealed to him. From fleeting glances at Stott the latter seemed to be in sorry case. There was a wild, uneasy look in his eyes, a furtive, fearsome glance over his shoulder. The man shook like one in the last stage of palsy, it was a pitiable, unwholesome sight, and Lance shrank from it.




  By dinner time the next night Stott appeared to have pulled himself together slightly. At any rate he looked a little more like a man as he came down to the drawing-room. He had had his hair cut, and his linen was clean for once. That he might have been in the habit of sleeping in his dress clothes was a detail.




  Lancelot listened with distant politeness to Stott's prattle. There was a suggestion of self-depreciation about Stott that his host had never noticed before. And then the latter seemed to become suddenly aware of it himself, and grew self-assertive accordingly.




  Burlinson came at length, to Lance's great relief, big, loud, and assertive. He dined with the air of one who fully appreciates the pleasures of the table, though he was a moderate man as a rule. He encouraged Stott to take wine with him. And in this respect Stott was amiability itself. It was not until the cloth had been drawn and Long had ushered his subordinates out of the room that Burlinson began to speak of the fortunes of the house.




  He sat with his face in shadow, a long cigar between his teeth. There was just a glimpse of light on Stott's pallid, twitching features, and the trembling of his hand as he played with his cigarette. Across the flowers and the crystal decanters Burlinson watched him.




  "Why didn't they finish the inquest to-day?" Stott asked.




  There was an uneasy strain in his voice. Lancelot sat silent. Burlinson had some deep motive behind his speech. Lance wanted to see what it was.




  "Because I wouldn't let 'em," Burlinson laughed. His jovial familiarity expanded Stott, unaccustomed as he was to that kind of thing at Broadwater. "Because, if I had kept quiet, the jury would have brought in a verdict of suicide."




  Stott gave a queer little laugh; Burlinson flashed him a glance.




  "Of course they would," said Stott. "And they would have been perfectly right."




  "My dear sir, they would have been absolutely wrong. The art of argument is to admit the correct postulate of your opponent—to admit proven facts. It was a fact that by Sir George's side was found a letter in his own handwriting saying that he had committed suicide. I am not going to dispute that for a moment. He wrote the letter, and he intended to commit suicide—"




  "He—he did so by cutting his throat with a razor," Stott cried, eagerly.




  "Nothing of the kind, sir," Burlinson exclaimed. "Sir George couldn't have cut his throat with a razor, for the simple reason that when the razor was raised against my old friend he was dead already."




  A strange, strangled kind of cry broke from Stott. The lighted match between his fingers burnt to the flesh, and yet he seemed to have no cognisance of the fact. There was horror in those blue, watery eyes; a sickening pallor on his face. Lance began to grow interested.




  "You—you couldn't prove that," said Stott, in a faint piping voice.




  "Indeed, I could, sir. I could prove it beyond a demonstration. And I have two great authorities behind me. When the assassin laid that razor to Sir George's neck he was already dead. Probably the miscreant imagined that he lay there asleep—with his head on his arms. I am prepared to admit that all these horrors increase the ghastliness of the business, but there they are."




  "Then Sir George died a natural death after all," Stott cried.




  Burlinson shot a significant glance in Lance's direction. It was a suggestion that the latter should take a hand in the game. He addressed himself personally to Stott, a thing he had not done for many months. And Stott appeared to be extravagantly grateful.




  "You regard that as a logical suggestion?" he asked.




  "Undoubtedly, undoubtedly," Stott piped. "The assassin came too late. Had he only delayed his coming for another day, Nature would have saved his soul from crime. In effect, that man was a murderer. And yet he did no murder."




  "That is all very well," said Lance, forcing himself to be friendly with an effort. "But it does not get rid of the confession of suicide. If we accept Dr. Burlinson's statement as correct—"




  "You will have to do so later on," the doctor interrupted, sotto voce.




  "Very well. My uncle was not murdered—"




  "I did not say that," Burlinson burst in again. "I said he was not murdered with that razor."




  He paused and shot another swift glance at Stott. The latter was laughing in a strange, vacant way, with his eyes wide open and staring as if he saw something horrible a long way off.




  "I don't quite follow you," Lance said.




  "Then, let me make my meaning plain," Burlinson went on. "Your uncle died before the razor came on the scene. He was killed by being chloroformed. Somebody stood behind him and pressed a cloth saturated in that medicine over his face. I don't say the assassin meant to kill him that way, probably not—but Sir George had a weak heart, and he died."




  Stott's rounded eyes came back from vacancy. He looked Burlinson up and down in a dazed kind of way. The cunning kinks in his soddened brain slowly came out of tangle.




  "Then the thing is simple," he said. "We will put the would-be secret assassin on one side for the moment. Sir George meant to commit suicide, and wrote that letter deliberately. And then he took his own life with an overdose of chloroform."




  "Overdose of fiddlesticks," Burlinson cried with well simulated petulance. "Man, I'm not talking about chloral but chloroform! Chloroform! Who ever heard of a man taking an overdose of that? And suppose he proceeded as you suggested. Directly he felt himself going Sir George would have dropped that soaked cloth and come to himself again. He couldn't have helped it. With oblivion upon him, would he have any sense to keep up the pressure? Not a bit of it. The pressure was applied by somebody who stood behind him. Like this."




  Burlinson rose to his feet and came round to Stott's side. Rolling up his serviette into a rope he dexterously flung it over Stott's face and drew the bandage tight. The little man screamed and struggled as if fighting for his life. A chalky pallor came over his cheeks, big drops of moisture stood on his forehead.




  "I—I can't stand it," he said hoarsely. "I've got imagination—and my nerves are not what they were. And I've not got over the shock of my poor friend's death yet."




  "Anyway, that was how the thing was done," Burlinson said callously. "There was a bit of a struggle, and the bottle of chloroform upset on that table amongst Sir George's papers. It was a two-ounce bottle with an indiarubber cork."




  Stott jumped to his feet with a scream. Burlinson watched him narrowly, psychologically. The study seemed to give zest to his cigar.




  "Those nerves of yours again?" he suggested.




  Stott seemed to be fighting off something with his hands. He beat upon the air, he tugged at his throat as if to tear off unseen hands. Then he collapsed like a wet rag into his chair with a pitiful quivering groan.




  "It's gone," he said. "A face—you never saw such a face! With an indiarubber cork. What new nonsense am I talking now!"




  "An indiarubber cork," Burlinson went on, gravely. "Did I not say a two-ounce bottle?"




  "You are blowing the suicide theory to the winds," said Lance, with a side glance at Stott.




  "If you could only explain that letter—"




  "I'll try to. Come, Mr. Stott, a distinguished actor like yourself should know something about ingenious plots and surprises. Can't you suggest a raison d'etre for that letter?"




  Stott stammered out something, and reached for the brandy decanter. The glass clinked, and the strong spirit was slopped on the polished lake of mahogany in a manner that would have brought anguish to the soul of the late master of Broadwater.




  "I can't!" he cried. "I can't think of anything to-night. I feel as if somebody had taken hold of my brains and squeezed them dry. The mystery maddens me. And an indiarubber cork!"




  He repeated the last few words over and over again vaguely. Burlinson was studying him critically. Lance more curiously and with a heart that beat a little faster than usual.




  "It might have been obtained by threats," Burlinson said with an eye upon the ceiling. "Sir George had a great horror of violence, and perhaps he wrote that letter to save strife or to gain time. Again, it might have been obtained by pure cunning. Again, it might have formed part of a series of papers. One thing regarding that letter seems to have escaped the attention of everybody but myself. There was a number in the right hand bottom corner."




  "Number!" Lance cried. "I never noticed that."




  "Sir George was in the habit of numbering his correspondence," said Stott. "He kept a record of all the letters he wrote and their numbers in a little book. Sir Lancelot knows that?"




  Lance nodded. But Burlinson did not seem to be nonplussed.




  "And the late baronet's correspondence was large?" he asked.




  Lance and Stott replied that it was, generally reaching fifteen to twenty letters a day. Burlinson smiled with the air of one not to be beaten.




  "Let us call it ten a day—or three hundred a month," he said. "By this time in the year that would be a total number of nearly 1800. And yet the number at the bottom of the letter was only 152. If that letter had been part of a series of MS. pages—"




  Stott rose heavily from the table. He pressed his hand to his head. His eyes had a bright and yet a vacant look in them.




  "I can't stand it," he cried. "I really can't stand it to-night. It sets me trembling. It is sleep that I want; God send me sleep to-night."




  He staggered from the room, and up the stairs. Lance rose and crossed to the door, and shut it. Then he turned significantly to Burlinson.




  "Let him go," said the doctor. "On the whole, it has been an excellent night's work."
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  Lance sat up long and late, pondering over all that Burlinson had done and said. From the mystic point of view the more he thought over it the more puzzled he was. And yet Burlinson had most emphatically declared that Sir George had not committed suicide.




  "That man was dead before the razor touched him," Burlinson had said, as he stood with one foot in the stirrup at parting. "I am confirmed in that statement by two of the greatest authorities in the world. And as to a man committing suicide by administering chloroform to himself, why, the thing is too absurd. At the first touch of unconsciousness the will power naturally becomes dormant. A man would fall forward and just lie there till he came round again. Sir George was taken by surprise from behind, his heart was not equal to the strain and he died. We are on the track, and we are going to get to the root of the mystery yet."




  "But what about that letter?" Lance asked.




  "Oh, hang the letter!" Burlinson said irritably. "Good night."




  With which he shook up his horse and cantered away down the drive. And after that Lance sat up and smoked half a dozen cigarettes without getting any nearer to the solution of the mystery than before. He knew now that Lyn was safe somewhere, and that he had no occasion to worry about her for the present. And yet the sense of unrest and miserable anxiety bore heavily upon him. It was hard to say where it would all end.




  And Stott appeared to be equally troubled in his mind. He came down to breakfast the following morning—a most unusual thing for him to do. He looked a little more restless and nervous than usual, his shaky hands played with a little dry toast, he drank his tea with an air of thirsty greediness. And above all he was polite—so slavishly, fawning polite that Lance could have kicked him on the spot.




  "A lovely morning," he purred. "The sort of day that gets into the blood and makes one feel glad to be alive."




  Lance wondered what joy life could hold for the trembling broken wreck opposite him, but he held his peace. He noticed the birdlike curiosity in the eyes of his companion, and partly anticipated what was coming.




  "Dr. Burlinson was very entertaining last night," he said.




  "Indeed," Lance responded. "I should hardly have called him so."




  "Well, interesting, then. All nonsense all the same. A sort of seance that thrills one at the time and makes one ashamed the next morning."




  "It certainly thrilled you last night," Lance said, gravely.




  "I admit it—admit it freely," Stott said, with an air of great candor. "Our inestimable friend got on my nerves terribly, which, as perhaps you have observed, are not quite what they ought to be. Eh, what?"




  Lance observed gravely that the phenomenon in question had not been lost upon him, but Stott chose to ignore the sarcasm. He discussed Burlinson's theory volubly and with great earnestness. He desired to know what Lance thought about it. And beyond all these swiftly flowing words there was an uneasy restlessness that told its own tale.




  "I confess that I am a convert to Dr. Burlinson's views," Lance said, watching Stott keenly the while from under his eyebrows. "If you had stayed up a little longer—but I had better not mention that."




  Stott swallowed the execration that rose to his lips. He had dragged himself out of bed and down to breakfast on purpose to hear what had happened after his retirement last night. He cursed himself for his own cowardice, a cowardice that he was powerless to shake off.




  "You decline to speak of that?" he asked, almost humbly.




  "Emphatically," Lance replied. He was enjoying the imaginative terror of his vis-a-vis. "Later on, perhaps we may ask your opinion on certain things."




  "But the motive—the motive?" Stott said, imploringly. "Before going any further you must find a motive. Without an adequate motive a theory is like emptying a reservoir with a sieve. Sir George was unusually respected; he had not a single enemy in the world. Under those circumstances why should anybody deprive him of life?"




  "Seems hard, doesn't it?" said Lance. "But suppose a certain individual called A has a great influence over Sir George. He believes implicitly in A. Once show Sir George that A was not worthy of his confidence, and he would have put A outside the house without the smallest hesitation. Now there is somebody in America who knows a great deal to A's discredit. This somebody begins to write letters. Sooner or later the truth must come out. A is driven to desperation—the rest I leave to your vivid imagination. An actor like yourself must have played the part many times."




  "You have more to say," Stott muttered, hoarsely.




  "For the present nothing," Lance replied. "We know that more than one of the American letters came, and that more than one of them disappeared. We know that Miss Verity opened one, and thereupon she disappeared. And I fancy that if we could find Miss Verity now, she could throw a deal of light on the matter."




  "And—and you don't know where she is?"




  "For the present I am as much in the dark as you are. But I feel that fateful letter goes far to the root of the mystery. And I should not feel in the least surprised to find that Miss Verity has gone to America to find out for herself."




  The cup slipped from Stott's hand and smashed upon the floor. He stood up gasping and choking as if he had swallowed something that had gone the wrong way. Lance watched him with cynical amusement. In some way or other he felt that the pitiful rascal was at the bottom of the whole business. That Stott had laid violent hands upon Sir George he could not bring himself to believe. The fellow was far too abject a coward for that. But he was at the bottom of it all the same. Had he not purloined those American letters, the contents of which he appeared to fear so terribly? And had not Lyn disappeared after she had been moved to open one of those foreign envelopes? And if Lance had not trusted Lyn so implicitly, he would have been hurt by her want of confidence in him.




  "But the other letter?" Stott gasped, "the letter left by Sir George to say that—"




  "I admit the stumbling-block there. But I am fast coming to regard that as a marvellous form of conjuring trick. That was a wonderfully good point that Burlinson made as to the number on the letter. People about to commit suicide are never quite so methodical as that."




  "And where do you suppose the key is to be found?" Stott asked.




  "The key is in the lock of Sir George's safe where his papers are kept," Lance replied.




  Directly he uttered the words he repented of them. He saw anger, recollection, fear, chasing one another across Stott's white, soddened face. He saw that he had hit the blot and brought back to the listener certain vital things that he had forgotten. Lance was confirmed in one of the most important of his theories now, but at the same time he had been foolish enough to tell Stott exactly what to guard against.




  The latter was struggling to fight down his emotion; already he was looking round for some avenue of escape. Never had he cursed himself over his cardinal sin as he did now. His recent illness and the horrors that the brandy bottle had brought upon him had caused him to forget vital details. A rocky course like his called for the clearest possible head; the overlooking of the minutest detail might at any moment bring the whole delicate cunning fabric to the ground. It was almost as if a man had committed some elaborate murder and left his card case behind.




  "You will find very little in Sir George's safe," he said.




  "Perhaps not," Lance replied, "but there can be no harm in looking there."




  Stott had got himself in hand once more. He was fighting now for his future. He waved his hands loftily; he had a touch of the professional in his manner.




  "Festina lente," he said. "The safe shall be examined all in good time. For the present you will pardon me if I remind you that the matter concerns me rather than yourself. So long as you are single Broadwater and its fortune is yours. But Sir George's personal effects are mine, my dear sir—mine. As his executor—"




  "You refuse to examine the safe?" Lance burst out.




  Stott deprecated the violence. It was not exactly what one gentleman had a right to expect from another. Lance rose from his chair and strode into the hall.




  "We'll see about that," he said between his teeth. "We'll overhaul the safe, and you may exercise your legal authority afterwards. It's simply amazing that nobody ever thought of it before."




  Stott staggered out bleating and protesting. He was as angry as he dared to be; there was fear as well as indignation in his watery blue eyes. He protested in the name of the law; he was quite certain that Lance was about to do something desperate in the way of contempt of Court. Heedless of these protestations, Lance made his way to the library.




  The big iron safe was let into the corner of the wall. Lance and his companion reached it simultaneously. The former laid his hand upon the big brass knob and pulled vigorously. But the sheet-iron door held fast; there was no sign of a key to be seen.




  "Somebody has stolen it," Stott began; "I say that somebody—"




  The look of fear and disappointment faded from his face, and he burst into a forced laugh.




  "You might have taken my friendly hint," he said. "Of course there is nothing—absolutely nothing—in that safe that anybody might not see. But when you attempt to override me I must—I really must—stand upon my legal rights. Therefore I felt it my duty to remove the key. When that safe is opened again it will be in the presence of my lawyers—if only as a safeguard. Then, my dear sir, you may examine the contents with the greatest possible pleasure."




  It was so admirably done that Lance choked back a desire to contemptuous speech. Nothing could have been more magnificent than the ready lie that Stott had sprung upon him. For the man had not the least notion where the key was. Lance could see that, could recollect Stott's indignant and ashamed cry before he had recovered himself. And having made one bad slip, Lance was not going to make another. He allowed the thing to pass.




  "Perhaps you are right," he said, coldly. "You are too clever for me."




  Despite this indifference. Lance watched Stott pretty closely for the rest of the day. The latter wandered about the house in a disconsolate kind of way; his eyes seemed constantly in search of something, something that he could not find. Nor had Lance to ask himself many questions to elucidate the object of his search. The key of the safe was missing, and Stott was searching for it anywhere and everywhere.




  Lance smiled grimly. He knew now that the safe contained a clue of some kind, or otherwise Stott would not have been so anxious and miserable. Moreover, the key must be somewhere; nobody in the house was capable of theft. Finally Stott gave up the search and departed for a walk. He came back shortly before dinner time, in a condition that filled Long with deep disgust. With his nerve-strings toned and tightened by his potations, Stott seemed disposed to be entertaining after the evening meal. He chatted gaily over the post-prandial cigarettes, Lance listening and weighing every word that fell from his lips.




  "I've been chatting with Burlinson," Stott said, thickly. He helped himself to claret, and knocked his glass over to his great amusement.




  "Clever fellow, Burlinson, though he does ride hobbies."




  Lance muttered something coldly. As a matter of fact, Burlinson was in London, and he knew it.




  "Burlinson understands me," Stott went on, his head swaying. "He appreciates the delicacy of the artistic nature. He knows what nerves are. What I want, he said, is a voyage. I ought to have a good sea voyage. I suggested America. Burlinson wouldn't hear of it. The Mediterranean was the place for me. So I went into Swanley, and booked my passage by telegram—and there you are. For the next few weeks you will have to do without Malcolm Stott. See here."




  He pushed a telegram across the table, and immediately collapsed under it himself. Lance glanced at the flimsy. It was addressed to Stott at the Star Hotel, Swanley, and informed him that a cabin had been reserved for him aboard the "Campanella" next Thursday. Lance smiled grimly as he pocketed the telegram. The drunken little man had tried to deceive him over the Mediterranean; he was going to America instead. He rang the bell for Long.




  "Get Jackson to help you to take that intoxicated creature to bed," he said. "See that he is made comfortable, and then come to me, Long."




  Long complied, not without protest. Half an hour later he returned, a little more dignified than usual, with the information that Stott was sound asleep. If Sir Lancelot wanted anything—




  "Perhaps you can help me in a little matter," Lance said. "I have been searching everywhere for the key of Sir George's safe, but I can't find it anywhere. I saw the key in the safe drawer on the afternoon of my uncle's death. If you have any idea what can have become of it—"




  "That's all right, Sir Lancelot," Long said, calmly. "I used to put Sir George's papers away every night—except those he was engaged upon. And I locked them up myself the night as poor master died, and because that there—I mean Mr. Stott—was prying round and round the safe, why, I just took the liberty of turning the key in the safe and putting it in my own pocket."




  "You mean to say you have got it now?" Lance asked, eagerly.




  "In my pocket-book at this moment," Long replied. "If it was a liberty I apologise, Sir Lancelot. And I clean forgot all about it."




  Under the circumstances Lance was disposed not merely to pardon the liberty, but to applaud it. But his face betrayed nothing of the satisfaction within him. He dropped the key carelessly into the pocket of his dinner jacket, and sat there smoking tranquilly for a time.




  Once the servants were gone to bed, he crossed over to the library, and closed the door behind him. He was either going to find nothing, or he was going to find a great deal. The key rattled in the lock a little, for Lance was possessed of a strange unusual nervousness. Then he turned the steel firmly and the big door came silently open.
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  Lucy Sinclair, lying back in a long deck chair, announced casually to Lyn that she was going to give no more heed to Malcolm Stott until New York was reached.




  "I feel that I am alive again," she said. "When you and Lance are comfortably settled down I shall travel once more. The motion, the constant change, the queer people to study, all exhilarate me. I am quite grateful to Stott for giving me this opportunity to live once more."




  For the last day or two Stott had not been greatly in evidence. For one thing the number of people connected with the theatrical profession on board the Campanella was unusually large. A good proportion of them remembered Stott in his palmy days. Moreover, they were getting up a burlesque to be played the following night, and Stott was cast for one of the "old women"—that one only sees on the boards of a theatre.




  "He means mischief," Lyn said from her own chair. "I heard two of the Crystal Rose Company discussing miracles after dinner last night, and one of them declared that the ages of miracles was still extant, seeing that Stott had been sober ever since he came aboard."




  "That's for our benefit," Mrs. Sinclair yawned. "My dear child, Stott does mean mischief. That man is capable of any atrocity so long as he can thwart us. Do you suppose that he is on his way to America for the benefit of his health? Do you believe that he is keeping off the brandy, that is food and drink to him, from virtuous motives? Not a bit of it. There will be trouble presently and possibly danger. Meanwhile, 'Carpe diem.' Behold the wife of the 'Lumber King!' See how her diamond star gleams in the sunlight."




  A flashily-dressed, good-humored-looking woman passed along the deck on her way to a chair. Her big, loud voice sounded pleasant, her profligacy with the aspirates called aloud for observation. Everybody on board knew the history of Mrs. Hank Lancey, wife of the "Lumber King;" indeed, everybody had it direct from that good lady's lips. At one time she had been a domestic servant, and her husband a dock laborer. And now the erstwhile domestic wore the famous Aphrodite diamond star and made friends by her frank, good-natured kindness everywhere.




  "She knows it is in bad taste," Lyn smiled. "But, as she says herself, 'What's good taste to do with me? I like diamonds, and those who don't like my way can lump it.' Still, she and her stones make the purser's life a misery to him. Never a liner crossed the Atlantic without one smart thief aboard of her, and when temptation stares a man out of countenance like that—"




  But Mrs. Sinclair was not listening; she had dropped into a placid slumber. Lyn rose and crossed the deck to the side. A dainty, little, fair woman accosted her almost timidly. Stott was rolling more or less gracefully along the white floor, smoking a cigarette. Lyn could ignore him altogether by affecting to be interested in her companion. As Stott passed he saluted flamboyantly. There was just the faintest bend of Lyn's dainty head.




  "Why does Malcolm Stott hate you so?" the little fair woman asked. She spoke almost wistfully—as if inviting confidence and expecting to find the invitation repelled. For Sara Vesta, of the famous opera Vesta trio, had taken a huge fancy to Lyn, who was gracious and sweet to everybody. To the free, frank, and somewhat giddy little Bohemian, a character like Lyn's was a new study entirely. It was as if a child had encountered a fairy, or as if a princess had stooped to a barmaid. How the men could run after her when they had Lyn to talk to was a matter of contemptuous amusement to Sara.




  "Do you think he hates me?" Lyn asked. "Won't you come and sit down?"




  "Won't I!" Sara cried, a look of pleasure in her big blue eyes. "It's awfully good of you to make so much of me. Those men seem to imagine that I must needs always be frivolous. I wonder what they would say if they could see me at home with Tom and the boys!"




  Lyn had heard of the two boys. That the fresh, youthful little creature by her side was the mother of two big boys was a constant source of wonderment to Lyn. Also that Sara Vesta hated the stage was another mild surprise. But the boys were at Rugby, and they would have fared ill but for the forty odd pounds per week earned in the service of the "Crystal Rose" syndicate.




  "Do you know anything of Malcolm Stott?" Lyn asked.




  "Do I not!" the other replied. "One of the most talented actors and greatest scoundrels of his time. Clever? Rather! Nothing, from a broad farce to high tragedy, came amiss to him. Why, if he had only left the brandy alone he might have been the greatest actor alive to-day, with a fortune as big as a Rockefeller's. I was more or less born in the National Theatre, New York, where Stott was actor-manager for years. I played there till I was twenty. Ah, Stott was a wonder in these days. He seemed to be able to do anything with anybody before he lost his magnetic touch. Then he get to drinking and speculating, and he was mixed up in some pretty shady transactions. When he lost his nerve it looked as if he had gone under. But he managed to worm round some weak-minded baronet who frequented the National a good deal, since when I am told he has been living in clover. Sir George somebody—"




  "Do you mean Sir George Massey?" Lyn asked.




  "Ah, that's the name. I remember him—a dainty-looking man, with a refined face. He used to come to the theatre with another gentleman called Verity."




  "That was probably my father," Lyn said, quietly. "I was born in New York, and I can recollect that my father was always fond of theatre-going."




  "Well, that's strange," Sara Vesta said, thoughtfully. "It all comes back to me now. I recollect that Sir George and Mr. Verity were good friends. After a time Sir George returned to England, and I never saw him again. But Mr. Verity used to come frequently; and I heard that he and Stott were mixed up in business together. There was a good deal of scandal over some mines, I remember; and it was said that the man who shot Mr. Verity—"




  "I beg your pardon," Lyn interrupted. "My father committed suicide."




  "Then he couldn't have been the Verity I knew," Sara went on. "They all said that the man I mean pulled all the chestnuts out of the fire for Stott, and that when the crash came he had all the blame for the disastrous outcome. If it had come off all right, Stott would have been rich; as it was, the thing was a fraud. Some ruined shareholder shot Verity on his own doorstep, and his wife saw the murder committed. The shock was too much for her, and she died two days afterwards."




  Lyn listened in a kind of dream. Of course it was just possible that there were two Veritys connected with Sir George and Stott; but it did not seem probable. Yet on the other hand she had read it in the columns of a highly respectable paper that her father had killed her mother and deliberately taken his own life afterwards. The more Lyn thought over the matter the more puzzled she was. And the man who could have solved the whole mystery was strutting up and down the deck, smoking a cigarette and making himself unusually agreeable.




  "Do you remember what this Mr. Verity was like?" Lyn asked.




  "Tall—with dark hair and moustache and blue eyes. I recollect that because the combination is rather uncommon. He had a very pleasant smile, and showed a row of white teeth, and one of the bottom teeth was stopped with gold. Why, what is the matter?"




  Just for a moment the crisp Atlantic seemed to submerge the sky, and the Campanella to go down, plunging to bottomless perdition. Lyn came out of a kind of waking dream to find the breeze fresh and cool on her forehead. Sara Vesta was regarding her with affectionate alarm.




  "I have had a shock," she gasped. "Please, you are not to tell anybody, but you are speaking of my father. And—and I have always been told that he died in quite another way; indeed, I have seen the account of his death and the death of my mother in a respectable newspaper."




  "Then I guess there are two Veritys," Sara Vesta exclaimed. "I'm plumb certain that the man I meant died as I say. Why, one of the National Stock Company was with the poor gentleman at the time. Take my advice—when you get to New York, make inquiries."




  Lyn rose to her feet. She was still feeling a little sick and giddy. The sudden weight of the new discovery seemed to weigh her down. Sara Vesta had described her own father exactly; there could no longer be any doubt of his identity. And the little actress had been most clear and positive in her narrative. And yet Lyn had read that her father had died by his own hand! If what Sara said could be proved—why, she was free to acknowledge her marriage with Lance at any time.




  "Perhaps you will excuse me for a little time," Lyn said. "I have been rather upset. You won't mind my asking you to say nothing as to this communication to anybody."




  Mrs. Sinclair was a little inclined to be cross after her nap. The sight of Lyn's eyes gleaming in a face white as ashes roused all her faculties.




  "Have you seen a ghost?" she asked. "Or are you not yourself?"




  Lyn dropped into a chair by her aunt's side gratefully. Another moment and she felt that she must have fallen. It was some little time before Mrs. Sinclair emerged from the incoherent torrent of words that seemed to overwhelm her. Then her own marvellous intuition showed her the whole picture luminously.




  "What do you make of it?" Lyn gasped. "And could that man have been my father?"




  "I should say that there is not the slightest doubt of it," Mrs. Sinclair said, coolly.




  "Then my talk with the pretty little woman yonder was providential. The coincidence—"




  "There is no coincidence," Mrs. Sinclair interrupted. "What you have gleaned from Miss Vesta you could have discovered from the first intelligent New Yorker you came in contact with. Before we have landed a week we shall hear that story over and over again."




  A light began to break in upon Lyn.




  "Then you knew all the time?" she cried. "We are here to prove that my father—"




  "We are here to try. I did not know anything about it. It was not till I got to Broadwater that I began to suspect. Stott was ruined; Stott knew Sir George and his peculiarities well, and he could always see a long way ahead. By way of an insurance for declining years he planned this thing out. He gave his proofs, and they were accepted blindly."




  "But such proofs, aunt! Who could possibly have questioned them?"




  "Anybody who had the pleasure of dipping into the private life of Malcolm Stott," Mrs. Sinclair said, drily. "And in the course of my extensive travels I have heard a great deal of that gentleman. What I heard determined me on taking this journey to New York. I didn't tell you too much, for fear of subsequent disappointment, but I must own that I am pretty sanguine. When I found Stott aboard I began to feel certain. If we have trouble from the man—"




  "What possible trouble can he cause us?"




  "Well, say danger," Mrs. Sinclair said, coolly. "If we have danger, then we shall know. Still I may be wrong, and I shouldn't advise you to build too highly on what you have heard."




  Lyn was not inclined to do so. Most of us are disposed to believe implicitly everything that appears in print, and the story in cold type in a sober journal like the "Record" took a lot of explaining away. From a little distance Stott stood, furtively regarding the twain. And close by him was Sara Vesta, calmly studying his features. Just for a moment the mask had been dropped, and the real malignant nature of the man sat upon his face.




  "What are you studying so intently, Miss Vesta?" a quiet voice asked.




  Sara looked up with a smile. A big, loose-jointed man, smoking a long cigar, stood over her. Most people whose business took them across the great waters knew Carl May, president of the Standard Electrical Trust. And he seemed to know everybody in turn.




  "I am making a study of malignant emotions," Sara replied. "It's a good thing for Europe and America generally that it takes five days to cross, because during that period, at present, two continents are rid of the presence of a thorough-paced scoundrel."




  "Rather rough upon Stott, that," May drawled.




  "I thought you would guess to whom I was alluding. And what was he talking to you about just now?"




  "Oh, various things. Mrs. Hank Lancey's diamonds, for instance; and the folly of sporting them aboard ship. He's a clever chap, too; and seemed to be interested in electric lighting. He was wondering what might happen if the lights failed some night."




  "Is that possible?" Sara asked, carelessly.




  "Well, yes. But only for a little time, you understand. Suppose anybody accidentally smashed a lamp; it might fuse the wires and cause a short circuit, and thus plunge the saloon in darkness till the damage could be repaired. Or suppose you removed one of those little earthenware caps and snipped the little thin wire inside, you would cut off the connection."




  Sara Vesta looked up with a shade of more interest in her big blue eyes. She began to see her way a little further ahead than did the big man by her side.




  "How did that trouble Stott?" she asked.




  "It did not trouble him at all," said May. "He was only asking questions in an intelligent kind of way. And it's really a very interesting subject. Stott is always full of plots and schemes for plays, and he thought he could see a situation here. There might be a short story hanging to it, but I don't see how it could work into a play."




  "That's because you don't know anything about the stage," Sara said drily. "I can see a very good idea here. But I am not going to trouble you with that. Are you coming to see our burlesque to-morrow night? It will be highly original."




  May responded that he hoped to have that pleasure. The burlesque promised to be the amusement par excellence of the voyage—and indeed it should be, seeing the number of stars engaged. That there had been practically no rehearsal only lent charm to the thing. So brilliant a company might have given a pleasing show without rehearsal at all.




  May strolled away, leaving his companion to her own reflections. Stott had disappeared, and the deck was fast clearing for tea. Miss Vesta preferred a cigarette instead. She looked up at the rolling clouds overhead reflectively.




  "What does he mean?" she murmured. "What is Stott up to now? It's some infernal mischief and harm to that pretty little girl that is at the bottom of it. 'Where was Moses when the light went out?' We shall see what we shall see."




  XVI — "THE APHRODITE STAR"
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  The "Campanella" theatrical company had seen the curtains go down over a brilliant success. But the audience were not so spellbound as to have no thoughts of supper, and a steady stream of passengers flowed into the dining-room. Here and there an actor in some grotesque costume stood out conspicuously in the little black and white crowd.




  "If we stay to change, it is manifest that we shall get no supper," Sara Vesta laughed as she passed Lyn. "So much for the gratitude of those we have amused."




  The tables were full at length, with here and there an actress in full war-paint as a centre of attraction. Stott, for once in a way, was modest, and contented himself with a seat near the door. Still nearer the door Sara Vesta took her place. Her eyes were shining with an uneasy brilliancy, suggestive of something more than the excitement of the evening.




  Carl May surveyed the scene from a side-table. He had contrived to find a seat near Lyn and Mrs. Sinclair. There was a harsh clatter of knives and forks and the chatter of conversation and a constant popping of corks. The full stream of the electric light played over the brilliant scene, flashing over diamonds and pearls and touching the great Aphrodite star with points of flame. Mrs. Hank Lancey was very much in evidence.




  "I shouldn't like to sport a star like that," May said, indicating the ample breast of the Lumber King's better half, and its dazzling array of stones. "The less show you make on these liners the better. I've been across the pond scores of times, but never yet without at least two star swindlers amongst the saloon passengers."




  "Do you mean to say there are any here to-night?" Lyn asked.




  "I can see three," May said, coolly. "They are having a good time of it, and you would never guess who they are. But you see they have been solemnly warned by the captain that their identity is discovered, and consequently they are on their best behaviour. Otherwise I wouldn't give much for Mrs. Hank Lancey's hold on the Aphrodite."




  "Delightful!" Mrs. Sinclair exclaimed. "I love rascals. But it is one thing to steal that brooch and another to get it off the ship."




  "Bet you I'd get it in an hour and carry it away right under the noses of the police," May drawled, as he surveyed the glittering scene around him. "And so would those fellows—only they have been spotted. And Mrs. Hank is very careless."




  At the same moment the Aphrodite star had been withdrawn from its proud owner's head, and was being handed round for inspection and admiration. From Mrs. Lancey's point of view the possession of diamonds was as nothing without admiration and envy. Yet there was no ostentation about her. She was as frankly pleased as a child whose toys are better than those of another child. Above the crash and the chatter her good-natured voice rose like a foghorn.




  "It was after Hank had knocked the bottom out of the Kearly Combine that he bought it," she said. "The Combine crawled out 400,000 dollars to the bad, and Hank cornered that little pile. And Hank bought the Aphrodite as a memento of the occasion. Once belonged to Lucrezia Borgia, Mr. Stott says. Come and show us the cypher on the setting, Stott."




  But Stott refused to move. As a rule publicity was as the sun to the flower of his artistic nature. But he seemed quite ill at ease now, and desirous of escaping attention. And he was hampered by his clothing, he said. It was so long since he had acted in burlesque that his Widow Twankey-like costume was a weariness and burden to the flesh. He sat toying with his supper with the aid of a small bottle of champagne, most of which still remained. He seemed restless and anxious, too, behind the mask of grease, paint, and powder that he wore.




  "Is that one of your picturesque swindlers with the white waistcoat?" Mrs. Sinclair asked. "The man talking to one of the Vesta troupe. It was very foolish of me not to bring my glasses—I am afraid that I am missing most of the fun."




  Lyn volunteered to fetch the missing spectacles. There was no chance of anybody leaving the saloon for the present, for there were speeches to come, and the efforts of one or two seriocomics in that direction proved to be not the least entertaining part of the programme. Lyn threaded her way between the tables and the waiters in the wake of Stott, who had slipped out unnoticed. The big Aphrodite star was still going round the table.




  Lyn came back presently with the gold-rimmed pince-nez. In front of her in the corridor stood the bulky burlesque feminine figure of Stott, in earnest conversation with what appeared to be one of the steerage passengers. The latter was playing with something that looked like a pair of pincers or pliers. Perhaps he was one of the ship's engineers. Close handy was one of those square arrangements of earthenware cups one sees in connection with electric lighting on a large scale. A waiter passed and took no heed.




  "Audacity!" Lyn heard Stott say. "You see how it pays, my friend. Certainly the light to-night is not all we could desire, and I am told the remedy is so simple. Two sneezes, mind."




  Lyn slipped by unobserved. The incident was so natural as to pass unnoticed. But all the same, Lyn was a little at a loss to understand what two sneezes could have to do with the electric lighting of the saloon. Nor could she see that the illumination was not as usual.




  She came back into the noisy saloon, followed by Stott. As she glanced round she saw that the Aphrodite star was blazing over the good-humored face of the owner. Stott poured out the rest of the champagne, and finished it in a gulp.




  Presently somebody called for a song. A famous light comedian obliged; then there was another song and yet another. Something half-humorsome half-pathetic from one of the Vesta troupe followed. There was just a little silence at the finish, above which a double sneeze rose crisply. A torrent of applause followed, a snap, the electric light failed, and the saloon was plunged into pitchy darkness.




  The thing was so sudden and unexpected that there was a profound silence for a moment. One or two of the women commenced to laugh hysterically, and there was a rustle of skirts.




  "Please, please keep your seats," the captain said. "The damage will be repaired in a moment. Some very little thing has gone wrong—one of the wires has fused, perhaps. In less than five minutes I give you my word the lights will be on again."




  Already a couple of engineers were busy upon the safety switchboard outside the saloon. One of the comedians rose and commenced to sing a light frothy song, that sounded none the less quaint and pleasing in the darkness. Before the last verse was reached the filaments in the chandeliers commenced to glow, and like a glad new tropical morning, the flood of white light poured back again.




  It came as suddenly as it had gone—so suddenly that people rubbed their eyes until they were used to the great gleam again. Once more the chatter and laughter arose, and every face looked pleased and smiling, save that of the captain of the Campanella. For he was not pleased to be informed that there had been no fusing of the safety wire, but that two of them had been deliberately cut by some unknown person.




  "This must be looked into, Clarke," the captain muttered to the purser. "You say you saw a man tampering with the service; then why didn't you—"




  "But I thought he had been sent from the engine-room, sir," the purser pleaded. "No, I shouldn't know the man again. He did it all so coolly and naturally. Still, as nothing has happened—"




  "Nothing," the captain cried, with a deep groan. "Nothing! Where are your eyes man? Look at Mrs. Hank Lancey, and tell me if you can see her Aphrodite star."




  The words were uttered in a whisper, but they appeared to fall on eager ears. As if by magic almost everybody in the saloon appeared to miss the Aphrodite star simultaneously. The magnetic current communicated itself to Mrs. Lancey herself.




  "Well, bless my stars," she exclaimed, placidly, "it's gone!"




  The whole saloon was thrilling with excitement now; indeed, the only cool and collected individual there seemed to be the late owner of the jewel. And everybody knew now why the light had failed. With a pale face, Captain Benn crossed to the victim's side.




  "Can you tell me anything about it?" he asked.




  "Well, I can't," was the placid reply. "I never noticed anything. And I declare I haven't felt so vexed since Martha Soy's cat ate my canary."




  A girl close by laughed, and Mrs. Lancey beamed upon her.




  "But, there," she said, with amazing good humor, "it don't in the least matter. My old man said I was sure to lose it sooner or later, so he won't mind. We're disturbing the 'armony of the evening, Captain. Please say how sorry I am to give you all this trouble."




  But Captain Benn's duty lay clearly before him. Moreover, his employers looked coldly on these kind of sensations, since they got into the papers and did the company harm. It was very amazing to see how Mrs. Lancey took her loss, but it would have been still more amazing had Captain Benn fallen in with her views.




  "I am sorry that the matter cannot rest here," he said. "It is quite evident that a conspiracy has been formed aboard the boat to deprive Mrs. Lancey of her jewel. The purser informs me that just before the accident he saw what he now knows to be a stranger tampering with the electric lighting apparatus outside the saloon. I can hardly blame the purser for not interfering, seeing that he very naturally took the man for an employee in the engine-room. The idea, of course, was to put out the light and steal the diamond in the confusion. It seems a very hard thing to say, but the thief is probably in the saloon at the present moment."




  Something like a sensation followed. People began to glance suspiciously at one another. Mrs. Lancey loudly lamented that the harmony of the evening had been spoilt, and that, if she didn't mind, the rest of the company could make themselves quite easy over the matter. Lyn listened, shaking with excitement from head to foot. The little scene between Stott and the man with the pliers came back to her now with lurid force. She no longer needed anybody to tell her the meaning of the phrase "two sneezes" now. She had heard them directly Sara Vesta had finished her song. As she glanced round the table, her eyes fell upon Sara Vesta. The latter was holding her handkerchief to her lips, and Lyn could see that the cambric was all stained with blood.




  "You don't suggest that the diamond is here?" Stott asked.




  "No, I don't," Benn replied, curtly. "It was probably snatched in the confusion and spirited away to some hiding-place. As we are all more or less implicated, including myself, I am going to suggest that whilst we all stay here the stewards and stewardesses make an exhaustive search of the cabins. It is not a pretty suggestion, and it will probably lead to nothing, but it is all I can think of at present. Still, if anybody objects—"




  Benn paused significantly, and looked round the room. He saw plenty of white scared faces and angry red ones around him, but no protest came.




  "Good idea," Stott cried. "Quite a diplomatic suggestion. Let us try and be cheerful. A good conscience, my friends, a good conscience, is everything."




  Lyn gasped at the effrontery of the man. He looked smilingly around with the air of a man who knows nothing of the word "nerves."




  "Why," Lyn cried, "not half an hour ago I saw—"




  She paused and looked down in confusion. She had caught Sara Vesta's eye for an instant, and read a warning there. Sara was pale and trembling, and her lips seemed to be bleeding freely, but there was an air of stern hard triumph on her face. Fortunately, a score of voices, volunteering as many suggestions, prevented Lyn's indiscreet words from being heard. Sara Vesta came over to Lyn.




  "Don't say a word," she whispered. "You have found something out, but never mind him. I know. And I have found something out also."




  "What is the matter with your lip?" Lyn asked.




  "Let us say I cut it when the light failed, on the edge of a broken glass," Sara Vesta replied. "Perhaps you will suggest that it looks more like the mark of a blow—but let that pass. Do you know that the lights were all out all over the ship for quite three minutes? I slipped into the corridor—"




  "Surely that is an unwise confession to make just now," Lyn whispered.




  Sara Vesta smiled as she glanced round the saloon. Mrs. Lancey was leaning back in her chair with an air of resignation on her face. It seemed strange to her that there should be such a fuss made over such a trifle. Presently the clamor ceased, and something like harmony reigned again. There were songs and recitations, it was true, but every time a steward came into the saloon, all heads were turned in his direction, as if they expected him to produce the missing gem, and denounce the vile culprit on the spot. A little before one o'clock, Captain Benn looked at his watch. He could not keep the passengers there all night, and the strain was getting too great for nerves to bear. He was on the point of suggesting an adjournment, when Clarke came in. The latter's face was stern, but his eyes fairly danced with delight.




  "Permit me to have the pleasure of restoring your property, madam," he said. "We have found the star. For the rest of the voyage, if I may be permitted to lock it up in my safe—"




  "Oh, dear, yes," Mrs. Lancey said, plaintively. "By all means. I never was so ashamed of myself spoiling the evening and all. Where did you find it now?"




  Lyn could feel Sara Vesta trembling with excitement by her side. Her eyes were turned upon Stott, who was playing with his empty glass.




  "In the soap box of one of our gentleman passenger's dressing case," Clarke said. "Just for the moment it is not discreet to mention names."




  "Look at Stott!" Sara Vesta whispered fiercely. "Do look at Stott."




  The individual in question had half-risen to his feet. Behind his grotesquely made-up features his face was livid with amazement and terror. He seemed to be dazed—stunned with the suddenness of some overwhelming catastrophe.




  "Sold!" the Vesta whispered. "The engineer hoist with his own petard."
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  Stott's face was a perfect study in emotions. Disappointment, anger, a suggestion of fear, all were there, and all faded presently to a look of blank surprise. If the Aphrodite star had taken wings and flown from Captain Benn's hand he could not have been more amazed.




  "Did you say a gentleman passenger?" he asked.




  "A male one at any rate," Benn said, grimly. "If Mrs. Lancey likes to prosecute—"




  But Mrs. Lancey declined to do anything of the kind—at any rate for the present. She had recovered her property, and doubtless the poor fellow had taken it under great temptation. Clarke, astutest of pursers, applauded this resolution. It was just as well that there should be no further scandal, at least not till the end of the voyage, when the "Campanella" people might have something to say on their own account.




  "Did you ever see such brazen effrontery?" Benn asked Clarke in the seclusion of his cabin.




  "It was pretty artistic," Clarke responded, thoughtfully. "We must get our people in New York to take up the matter. You see the robbery was pretty smart, but the recovery was smarter, and it will all go to the credit of the boat. What looked like being a bad business for us may be turned into a very attractive advertisement."




  "You're right," Benn said, emphatically. "It shall be done."




  There was a good deal of speculation aboard the "Campanella" next day as to the hero of the diamond robbery, and many were the ingenious theories unfolded thereon. But the problem afforded more food for thought to Stott than anybody else. The more he thought over the matter the more puzzled he became. And his whole pretty scheme had fallen to the ground. Not only was he puzzled, but alarmed as well. Lyn's contention that he was at the bottom of the Aphrodite robbery was perfectly correct, but she little guessed why that historic stone had been stolen.




  But Stott was more at sea altogether. He had hidden the stone in a certain place, and it had been found in another. Clarke and Captain Benn were not concealing anything. But how had the diamond changed places? Stott sat on the deck, smoking many cigarettes over this problem. Most of the saloon passengers passed in review before him as he sat there. Presently Sara Vesta sauntered along to her chair, and as Stott's eye noticed her swollen lip, inspiration came to him.




  "There's the key of the puzzle!" he exclaimed. "What a fool I was not to think of it before. That's the woman for a million. I should enjoy a little chat with the lady who knows so much about the old National Theatre."




  Stott came sauntering across as soon as he saw a vacant chair by Sara's side, and dropped into it with a smile that was almost caressing. In her turn the Vesta was quite as sweet. They might have been two old friends chatting together. Stott's compliments on the share of Sara Vesta to the previous evening's entertainment were graceful, if a little florid; and, not to be outdone, Sara was equally sincere as to his efforts at the Widow Twankey.




  "Altogether a most varied and exciting evening," Sara said.




  Stott took up the proffered cue instantly.




  "With a most dramatic and unexpected finish," he said. "I hope you did not get that nasty blow on your face in the general confusion."




  Stott's blue eyes twinkled as he spoke. But he could make nothing of his companion's face.




  "Not precisely," she said, slowly. "I was sitting very near the door of the saloon when the lights suddenly went out. It was not a very original scheme, for it was part of 'The Rouge Domino' plot, you remember. It occurred to me at once that some robbery was afoot, so I slipped out into the corridor. It was dark there, as elsewhere—so I stood still, waiting. Sure enough, somebody passed me presently, and I made a grab for the individual. The mystic personage aimed a blow at me and struck me on the mouth."




  "Um! Rather a nasty blow, too. A man, of course?"




  "You would think so from the force of the assault," Sara said quietly. "But it must have been a woman because of her clothes. She had long open sleeves."




  "How did you know that?" Stott asked sharply.




  "Because I grabbed hold of one and tore a portion away. I have it here in my purse. The stuff is strong and tawdry, and intensely theatrical. And, another curious thing about it—the stuff is identical with the gown you wore last night."




  Sara Vesta spoke in the same low even tones, but there was a quiet ring of meaning by no means lost on the listener. It was not pleasant to find that he was dealing with one who was quite as brilliantly clever as himself.




  "A man dressed up as a woman, and so baffling the police," Sara said, slowly. "Also the lights in a ballroom suddenly extinguished—exactly the same as 'The Rouge Domino' plot. By the way, that was one of your favorite plays."




  Stott said nothing for the moment. The game was going all against him. Still, it was just as well to find out who his antagonists were. And this woman was reading him off his whole scheme in the friendliest possible fashion. Most of his cunning plots were adapted from old comedies and melodramas, and Sara knew it. If she had accused him openly of the theft of the Aphrodite she could not have spoken any more plainly.




  "So you think it was a man dressed up as a woman?" Stott asked.




  "I am absolutely certain of it," Sara smiled amiably. "And the same man asked Carl May a great many questions as to the working of the electric light."




  Stott lighted a cigarette. He knew all about it now, or thought he did. He cared nothing for the fact that this woman had found him out, seeing that no physical inconvenience was likely to follow.




  "It would be a risky thing to give the thief a name," he suggested tentatively.




  "I'm not going to," Sara replied. "It is no business of mine, especially as the whole scheme miscarried. And when the diamond was found in your cabin—"




  "Mine! You don't mean to say that it was in my cabin that—"




  "Indeed I do. I actually heard the purser say so. Even the cleverest men do foolish things at times. Of course, you may suggest that some busybody changed the hiding-place of the gem, but would it be worth your while to try and prove it?"




  Sara smiled sweetly into Stott's face as she spoke. She had beaten him all along the line, and he knew it. In some subtle way she had not only grasped the whole scheme, but she also saw clearly what the scheme was intended to lead up to. A sudden rage shook the little man and brought the blood into his face.




  "Shall we go and fight it out before the captain?" she laughed. "No? Oh, yes, I will excuse you, as you are not feeling very well. And don't take too much soda with your brandy."




  Stott strode across the deck in blind fury. To be outwitted by a mere woman was humiliating. He had found out all about the mystery; he had made some startling discoveries since he had located Sara Vesta as the woman whom he had smitten from his path the night before; but the solution had brought him anything but satisfaction.




  For the present, at any rate, the satisfaction was all on the side of Sara. She had let that little wretch see that she knew the whole of the story, which story she proceeded to relate to Lyn on the very first occasion. It was after tea that the opportunity came. Naturally the topic of the Aphrodite came up almost directly.




  "It's very unpleasant," said Lyn. "For my part, I shall be glad when the voyage is over. I give Mrs. Lancey credit for her good nature, but the feeling that each man you look at may be the thief is very chilling. Why, it might be you or I!"




  "It was exceedingly near being you," Sara said, coolly.




  Lyn's lovely eyes opened with astonishment.




  "My dear Miss Vesta!" she cried. "What do you mean? Why, I never left the saloon."




  "And yet the diamond was in your and your aunt's cabin. Under different circumstances it would inevitably have been found there."




  Lyn looked helplessly into the face of the speaker.




  "But who could have been guilty of so vile a piece of treachery?" she asked.




  "Isn't there one person on board who hates you?" said Sara. "Ah, you had forgotten Malcolm Stott. From what you have told me already I am pretty sure that he is here to thwart your inquiries and perhaps checkmate you altogether. Now suppose that he had three weeks or so in New York whilst you were detained—say, here on board. Would not that be fatal to your plans?"




  "Probably," Lyn said, thoughtfully. "He thought that everything was safe, as far as America was concerned, and my aunt's visit here made him uneasy. Hence he came along."




  "Given a few days' start, he could obliterate all traces?"




  "I should say so, but I don't see what you are trying to prove."




  "Nothing. I am leaving the proofs to you. It is imperative that Stott should handicap you for a time. He proceeds to do so by hatching the plot of the Aphrodite star. I have proved that he was at the bottom of it, and my evidence would convict him in a court of law. But we need not go into that just now. Stott planned the robbery and stole the star, not for the sake of gain, but so as to get Mrs. Sinclair and yourself into trouble. Directly the lights were extinguished last night I slipped out. Almost at once the man came. In my excitement I reached for him and received this blow on the mouth. Dark as it was, Stott went directly to your cabin and deposited the star there. He had evidently studied every inch of the ground, but so had I. You must not think I am too clever, because this is only a rechauffe of the plot of 'The Rouge Domino.' With the aid of a match I found the star in your cabin, and by way of a bit of revenge I removed it to Stott's cabin, where it was found."




  "So he was the thief, and is known as such?" Lyn cried.




  "Precisely," Sara said, drily. "Stott is hoist with his own petard."




  "But why—why did he do this thing?"




  "To create a scandal, of course—to have you arrested at New York for theft, and perhaps sentenced to a long term of imprisonment. Whether you had a long sentence or not would have been a matter of the sublimest indifference to Stott. He had calculated that it would be weeks before you could get bail, and whilst you were locked up, he could pursue his covering of the trail unmolested. You see what a dangerous man you have to deal with."




  "But surely he can be punished?" Lyn exclaimed.




  "My dear, you have the game in your own hands," Sara Vesta replied. "Let me see Mrs. Lancey for you, and give her an outline of the story. She is very good-natured and kind-hearted, and she would never prosecute the thief as a thief. But she will be angry enough when I tell her of the plot against you two innocent women. By way of giving a lesson, she might lay an information against him on Clarke's evidence. I don't know if I shouldn't get into trouble if my share came out," Sara concluded, thoughtfully, "but there is no danger of that. And, after all, Stott was the actual thief. And see what you gain. You are free to pursue your investigations in New York what time Stott is laid by the heels with never a friend to go bail for him. All's fair in love and war, and it would be flying in the face of Providence to lose a chance like this."




  This more or less sound if dubious philosophy was shared by Mrs. Sinclair when the case was laid before her a little later. The "Campanella" would be off Sandy Hook a little before daylight, and there was no time to lose if anything was to be done. Nor had Sara Vesta misjudged the character of Mrs. Lancey. That good lady fell into a violent temper, for Lyn was a great favorite of hers, and she straightway repaired to Captain Benn with the information that she had changed her mind as to the diamond, and trusted that the thief would be arrested on the termination of the voyage.




  Captain Benn smiled grim approval of this change of view.




  "I am exceedingly glad to hear it, madam," he said. "Your precedent would have been an exceedingly bad one, and there are far too many frauds on ocean-going steamers as it is. At any rate it will free the 'Campanella' for some time to come."




  Mrs. Lancey returned, fearful that she might say too much, and by daylight a police tender was alongside the big liner. The conference between an inspector and Mrs. Lancey and Clarke, the purser, was curt and to the point.




  Meanwhile Stott had got everything together after the manner of an experienced traveller, and stood on deck calmly watching the bustle and confusion. A little dark man, accompanied by Benn, stepped up to him.




  "Mr. Malcolm Stott, I believe," he said, politely.




  "That is my name," Stott responded, blandly. "Is there anything I can do for you—"




  "You can accompany me ashore, sir. I have a warrant for your arrest on an information sworn by Mrs. Lancey and purser Clarke charging you with stealing a diamond known as the Aphrodite star, and which stone was found in your cabin by Clarke and other witnesses. If you like to ride I have a car ready."




  A snarling oath broke from Stott's blue lips; in his wild rage he could have fallen on the detective and destroyed him. But a sudden spasm at his heart recalled him to himself. He had been outplayed and outwitted, and the fate that he had intended for his antagonists had fallen on himself. Nor could he disguise from himself that he had stolen the diamond. In the face of that it was useless to whine about a conspiracy against himself.




  "I'll come quietly," he said. "I have a perfect answer to the charge."




  The detective grinned at the conventional reply.




  "All right," he said. "Never heard of a charge that couldn't be disproved. Still if you have any powerful friends in New York you may be able to get bail."




  XVIII — THE CLUE IN THE SAFE
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  Lance paused a moment before he investigated further. A feeling of nervousness possessed him—a feeling that he had never suffered from before. He caught himself wondering if Stott had any similar symptoms.




  It was wonderfully still in the house to-night, so still that the scratching of a mouse behind a panel somewhere in the hall sounded painfully loud. And Lance stood before the safe as a burglar might have done. It was strange that he should not have thought about the safe before, and stranger still that the same idea had not occurred to Stott. But then Stott was in no condition to think of anything; the drink soddened brain could not grasp all the threads.




  With a determined air and a smile for his weakness, Lance flung back the heavy door. Then he lighted one of the candles in the silver sconces and placed it in the metal throat of the safe. As a matter of fact, there was no reason for the presence of the safe at all, except that it was the proper thing to have in big country houses. The butler had his own strong room for the plate, and Sir George had been too good a man of business to keep deeds and securities on the premises. Consequently, the big vault was practically empty.




  There were three shelves, the top one being bare, and on the bottom ledge a mass of papers and one envelope addressed to Stott. There appeared to be keys inside this. Lance gathered all the papers together, and laid them on the table. So far as he could see, the papers were duplicates of some manuscript or story told in dialogue.




  Just for a little while Lance wondered what they were. But there was no great cause for bewilderment, as he speedily discovered. This, then, was the "play" Sir George had been engaged upon at the time of his death, and a fair copy of the same nearly finished. Every page was drafted and copied on Sir George's own thick vellum notepaper, every page with the Broadwater stamp on the top.




  "Poor uncle!" Lance muttered. "So he had finished the great work, and had nearly done copying it out. I fear its intrinsic value would be nothing like the paper it is written upon. Um! I shall hardly find any clue here."




  There was absolutely nothing else in the safe, except a packet of old letters, and, as Lance remarked, it was hardly likely that a clue was hidden here. The sense of disappointment was giving way to a curious desire to see what Sir George had made of his play. It was not late yet, and the house was very quiet. Lance lighted a cigarette and sorted the sheets out. At length he had the draft play and the fair copy arranged in two neat piles. Then he began to read, a look of pity on his face as he proceeded. It was impossible to read the thing honestly. Presently Lance was skipping over the pages languidly. Yes, there was the making of a strong play here, but it had been utterly spoilt by faults of construction. Farce and tragedy and comedy were mixed up in the most amazing fashion. At one point the story was quite lucid, at another absolutely vague and shadowy. There was a great deal about suicide that seemed to be utterly superfluous. On the other hand, the climax of the third act was strong enough for anything. Lance found himself wondering vaguely if Stott had had a hand in it. Really he was deeply interested in the climax of the third act. Would the hero commit suicide or not? It was the only logical sequence save one, and that one rose to Lance's mind at once. The hero was about to write a letter in which he tells the world he has died by his own hand; a whole page of the small letter paper in the wide handwriting was devoted to the "business" leading up to the dramatic development. Lance turned over hurriedly, only to find the broad heading of "Act IV."




  What did it mean? Had Sir George gone rambling again just at the most telling part? The figures at the foot of the page caught Lance's eye. One of them was missing from the fair copy that he had been reading. No. 153 was missing, and—




  Lance jumped to his feet swiftly as if a flash of lightning had suddenly played before his eyes. The whole truth had come to him in an instant. He wondered that he had not seen it before.




  "The letter!" he cried aloud. "The identical letter written by Sir George."




  He paused as the sound of his own voice rang in his ears, jarring on the stillness. In the dead silence of the night there is something very awesome in the sound of one's own voice. It seemed to send a cold chill down Lance's spine.




  He dropped into a chair and continued his meditations in silence. But the whole thing lay before him as clear as daylight now. Strange, more than strange, that the missing page of the MS. and the letter left by Sir George should both be numbered 153!




  Lance would have given a great deal to have had that letter in his own hand now. He tried to recall it word for word—the letter which had been copied from the one in his own derelict play. Well, he could go into his own room and procure a copy, but—




  "Stupid!" Lance muttered. "Doubtless the letter is in the draft play. I'll see."




  He fluttered the leaves over, and came to what he was after in due course. Yes, there it was exactly as he had hoped to find it—the suicide's letter followed by death, and the business that brought down the curtain on Act III. Burlinson was right—Sir George had certainly not taken his own life.




  Lance saw his way to act at last. Very carefully, and smiling as he aid so, he put the fair copy of the play back into the safe. The draft copy he locked away securely in his own room. Stott should find nothing when he came to examine the safe that would scare him in any way. Stott must have plenty of rope so that the scoundrel might hang himself.




  It would be to Stott's interest to destroy the revised copy of the play, and he would not fail to do so, never knowing that a rough but complete copy remained in Lance's hands. And Stott should have the key of the safe in such a manner that his suspicions would not be aroused. There were keys in the envelope addressed to Stott, and there was no reason why the key of the safe should not be added to them, if that envelope could only be opened.




  Well that would be a comparatively easy matter. It only meant procuring a little hot water from the bathroom and soaking the flap open. This was done at length, the key of the safe interred inside, and the flap fastened down with a touch of gum and dried over a lamp. A careless suggestion that the envelope had been found in a drawer, and the thing was rounded off artistically.




  "And now I'll go to bed," Lance told himself. "On the whole, it has been a good night's work."




  It was some time after breakfast before Stott came down. He was looking white and cold and dreadfully bleared about the eyes. Also he was more irritable and snappish than usual. Those watery eyes were turned searchingly in all directions.




  "I want a change," he said. "This place is getting on my nerves."




  "Your change, and a permanent one is not likely to be long delayed," Lance said, significantly. "Go on the same as last night, and—"




  "And go to the deuce in my own way," Stott growled. "My good sir, you need not count upon getting me out of the way so speedily. I like to enjoy myself."




  "Enjoy yourself!" Lance exclaimed. "Good heavens!"




  "Well. I repeat the expression. There is a lot of life in the old dog yet. Like Joey Bagstock, I am 'tough, sir—tough, and devilish sly.' Thought you said there were no letters for me!"




  He indicated the envelope containing the keys with a trembling finger.




  "That is not a letter," Lance explained, carelessly. "It's an envelope turned out of one of the drawers here, and addressed to you by Sir George. By the sound, I should say that there are keys inside. Perhaps the key of the safe is amongst them."




  "In that case I am exceedingly obliged to you," Stott said, drily.




  Lance smiled. He saw the insinuation, with a strong desire to kick the speaker upon him.




  "I am not in the habit of opening other people's letters," he said. "And as to the safe—well, its contents cannot possibly interest me. In my cooler moments I have not the least desire to come between you and your legal rights."




  But Stott was opening the envelope eagerly. He knew the key of the safe by sight, and his eyes gleamed as he saw it. It was impossible for him to conceal his relief and delight. He little thought how keenly Lance was watching him. His whole frame shook as he dropped the key into his watch pocket. He strove in vain to speak calmly.




  "I must confess that this does look something like the key of the safe," he said. "However, that is a matter of indifference for the present. I don't propose to touch business again for some little time. Before everything I must consider my health. Therefore I am going for a voyage to the Mediterranean."




  Lance smiled to himself, remembering the telegram he had seen the previous evening.




  "You are going soon?" he asked.




  "I may leave Broadwater to-day," Stott replied. "I am going to deprive you of my company."




  "Don't mention it," Lance said, with grim politeness. "I should be grieved to think that any consideration for me interfered with your health and pleasure. Of course I shall find the house quiet, and I shall naturally miss your little flights of histrionic imagination, but I'll try and bear it. Broadwater will not be the same place without you."




  Stott smiled, but there was something feline about the lines of his mouth. He hung about the house in a listless kind of way until after Lance had had his lunch and gone out, then he flew eagerly to the library. He had the door of the safe open directly. His nervous twitching fingers grasped the bulky MS. within.




  "The play!" he whispered hoarsely, "and intact! This is far better luck than I deserved or expected. What a fool I was to forget all about the safe, and what a fool he was not to open that envelope! Still, I have got out of the mess, and nobody is a penny the wiser. And now to destroy this very damning evidence."




  Stott locked the safe up, and retired to his room with the precious sheets. These he burnt one by one till they were all destroyed. After that, he hurriedly packed a couple of portmanteaus, and smoked a cigarette over a strong glass of brandy and soda.




  "I'll have to go slow a bit," he muttered. "I'll have to keep my head clear for the next fortnight, and then I can snap my fingers at all of them. Lucky for me I have had nothing to spend my money on lately."




  He changed his clothes, and swaggered down into the hall, where Long stood stiffly for him to pass.




  "Just go and have a dog-cart ready to take me into Swanley to catch the 4.18," he said. "I am going for a week or two. Don't forget it."




  Long replied pointedly that he certainly would not forget.




  "And may you break your little neck or drink yourself to death meanwhile," Long added, under his breath, as he made his way to the kitchen with the good news. A week or two was not much, certainly—but it was something gained. And it would be no fault of Long's if Stott missed his train to Swanley.




  "Be in good time, William," he said, almost pleadingly. "Don't be unpunctual. I can't breathe freely in the same 'ouse as that poisonous little creature."




  "I'll be in time," William said, shortly. "I've got my feelings same as other people."




  So it came about that at nearly the same time that Stott was swaggering into Swanley Station, Lance was reaching Burlinson's house with a bulky packet under his arm. The doctor was smoking in his library, with a big book of reference before him.




  "You look as if you had made a discovery," he said. "Haven't seen you so pleased for a long time."




  "Stott is going away," Lance responded. "He told me you had ordered him a sea voyage—"




  "I never did anything of the kind," Burlinson replied.




  "I know that perfectly well, doctor. The little rascal only wants to cover up his tracks. He said he was going to the Mediterranean, but as a matter of fact his passage is booked to New York. But if he knew what I have discovered he would not be so anxious to depart. Doctor, I have solved the problem of that famous letter."




  "What—the letter that your uncle left behind him? Really!"




  "Yes, really. I found the clue in the safe. I cannot understand why it never occurred to me to look there before. And all the time we have been puzzling our brains when the solution lay so openly and clearly before us."




  "It doesn't lie clearly and openly before me," Burlinson growled.




  "But it will in a few minutes. It's like one of the amazing conjuring tricks—almost childish when you discover how it is done. My uncle was writing a play—now don't growl, because this is of the most vital importance. Let me give you a resume of the first three acts. There! Now take the packet of MS. and open it at page 150. By reading the next two pages, after what I have told you, you will have a grip of the situation without unnecessary trouble. Now will you read those pages?"




  Burlinson complied without hesitation. He read slowly, and with a puzzled face. But as he proceeded his face lightened. Then he gave a cry of astonishment.




  "Why, this is the very letter!" he exclaimed.




  "Not quite," said Lance. "That letter is with the police. This is the first copy. Now where did my uncle get it from—or, rather, who inspired it? Not I. I'm prepared to swear. And what is the number of the page that holds the text of the letter?"




  "Number 153," Burlinson muttered.




  "And what was the number on the letter held by the police?"




  "Why, 153," Burlinson yelled. "Bless me, what a singular coincidence. The confession of suicide was no confession at all, but an extract from a play! Amazing! My dear young friend, does Stott know that you possess this evidence?"




  "No," Lance said, quickly. "Stott is the last person in the world to know—at present."




  XIX — ON THE TRACK
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  Much as Lyn had always admired her aunt, she had never quite realised the force of that lady's character till now. As Lyn expressed it afterwards, she was as good as three men. And she seemed to know New York as well as Lyn knew Broadwater. Wherever Mrs. Sinclair went, she always appeared to be at home.




  Despite her natural courage and coolness, Lyn felt slightly dazed. The big hotels, the hurrying crowds, the lifts, the colored waiters, all gave her a dreamy impression of things. And everything seemed to be done at such break-neck speed; the jangling of telephone bells was ever in her ears. To Mrs. Sinclair it all seemed natural enough.




  "Now we are going to begin the campaign," Mrs. Sinclair said, briskly. "You'll soon get used to these big hotels, and we are so much safer here. However, thanks to your clever little actress friend, Stott can do us no harm for a few days, and we must make the most of our opportunity."




  "What are we going to do first?" Lyn asked.




  "Well, in the first place, as soon as we have dined, I'm going to call upon an old friend of mine—Colonel Borrowdaile by name. He was one of Stott's victims years ago; and I fancy that he can help us. But everything depends upon getting ahead of Stott."




  "But you said he was safe for some time."




  "Safe for the present. But it is just possible that he may be able to get bail. There are one or two pretty wealthy rogues in New York, who might not care to deny Stott bail if he called upon them for assistance. And Mrs. Lancey will never press the charge. In all probability she will go away after the first hearing, and not turn up again. In that case Stott will be free altogether."




  Lyn deemed this to be highly probable. She was only just beginning to realise what a dangerous opponent Stott really was. His amazing audacity frightened her. And yet Stott must have had some very powerful motive to run the risk he did over the Aphrodite star. If he had wanted to steal the gem it would have been a different affair. But Stott had run all that mighty risk so that he could land his opponents in gaol, and get the start of them. Lyn shuddered to think what might have happened but for the foresight and shrewdness of Sara Vesta. But for her she and her aunt would have been in gaol at this moment to a certainty. As it was, Stott had been hoist with his own petard, and luck had given them the best of him. Still, there was hope behind it all. Would Stott have behaved like this unless he had something of vital importance to conceal? He was not the man to take such risks out of mere malice.




  Mrs. Sinclair descended to the huge vestibule of the Grand Junction Hotel, and stood in the crowd there, looking about her for a moment. The place was packed with gesticulating business men, there was a babel of many tongues, a constant dodging in and out of telegraph boys, and the incessant shrill tinkle of telephone bells. The place was more like a stock market than the vestibule of a high-class hotel. Anybody seemed to use the place who liked.




  Presently the object of Mrs. Sinclair's search came—a man dressed in a neat grey suit and a Homburg hat. His face was broad and red, and his eyes gleamed behind tinted spectacles.




  "Well, Mr. Blake," Mrs. Sinclair asked, crisply, "have you found anything?"




  "Check at the start," Blake replied. "I went down Morton's-avenue off Seventeenth-street, to have a look at the 'Record' office, and see if I could find out anything. There was no sign of the 'Record' anywhere; the whole block of buildings seems to be occupied by a big printing and publishing firm."




  Mrs. Sinclair expressed her annoyance. She had certainly not expected this. In England a newspaper is a newspaper—and generally a permanent institution. And if the "Record" was dead, as seemed highly probable, then the search was going to be difficult indeed.




  "Did you make inquiries?" Mrs. Sinclair asked.




  "Oh, yes. I was a perfect note of interrogation. But the present firm seems to be a smart new one—run by a lot of sprightly hustlers who would look upon the events of ten years ago as ancient history. They seemed to regard me as a Rip Van Winkle."




  Mrs. Sinclair nodded gravely. She quite appreciated the difficulty. Ten years in New York is like a century in the Old World. In that time great houses have toppled over and been forgotten; in that time many a paper has climbed to affluence. The "Record" appeared to have been washed away in the rolling business flood, and all traces of it lost.




  "Still, there must be a file of the paper somewhere," Mrs. Sinclair said. "The public institutions—"




  "Wouldn't file anything like that. The paper was much too insignificant. We shall just have to burrow round till we hit on the trail. There's sure to be a file somewhere."




  Lucy Sinclair was certain of it, but she didn't say so. If no such thing existed Stott would never have left his snug quarters at Broadwater. A happy idea came to her.




  "It is a matter for reward," she said. "I'm prepared to give £1000 for a file of the 'Record' for the year 1888. Now the thing does exist, and Stott knows where it is to be found."




  "Stott is likely to remain in durance vile for some time."




  "I don't fancy so. If he gets free you must contrive to see him. Assume that bygones are bygones and offer to assist him. You can always communicate with me by telephone so as to avoid suspicion. And £1000 is a deal of money."




  Blake's dull eyes gleamed with covetous desire. It was indeed a large sum of money, more than ever he had earned before in the whole course of his shady career. This was better than blackmail, and there was no risk whatever.




  "I'll do it," he said. "Stott never spotted me aboard the 'Campanella,' and he cannot possibly know that I have any connection with you. I'll go and see him; I'll say I landed to-day from the 'Empire City.' And if I want to see you later on—"




  "I'm going to call upon Colonel Borrowdaile; you recollect him. I don't know his address here, but you can look it up in the directory. If anything happens telephone me."




  Blake took off his hat, and departed the richer for a twenty dollar bill. For the first time he was really zealous for his employer. As he pushed his way through the noisy, eager crowd, he fully made up his mind to get that money. Hitherto he had been prepared to throw over Mrs. Sinclair if it suited his purpose to do so. But he had not forgotten that he owed Stott a grudge; the recollection of Sir Lancelot's ashplant still rankled deeply.




  But Mrs. Sinclair's frame of mind was not nearly so pleasant. The discovery that the "Record" had been swept away, and that no trace of it remained, was a bitter blow to her. She had hoped to rush through this business and expose a vile conspiracy before Stott was free. She had preferred to have him arrested, and the whole thing threshed out in the Law Courts.




  There was but one comfort—the file existed or Stott would not be here.




  "And now to start the campaign," she said, in her most cheerful manner, to Lyn. "Give me the Directory. Um! 17 Grand Mansions, Steerforth-avenue. My friend is more prosperous than I anticipated. I only hope that he may be at home by this time."




  They arrived presently at a luxuriously appointed flat, where they were informed by a colored servant that Colonel Borrowdaile was expected in presently, and would the ladies wait.




  Mrs. Sinclair elected to do so, and whiled away the time admiring the fine pictures and engravings with which the walls of the drawing-room were covered. The whole room breathed an atmosphere of taste and refinement, from the silk blinds to the roses in the big dragon jars. A tall man, with stooping shoulders and a bald grey head, came in. His eyes were alert and keen, yet they looked as if a little tired and weary of the struggle. A successful man, perhaps, but evidently a disappointed one.




  "Mrs. Sinclair!" he exclaimed, with genuine pleasure. "This is a surprise. Let me ring the bell for tea. Your niece. Not the daughter of my old friend, Verity?"




  "Did you know my father?" Lyn cried. "What a wonderful coincidence!"




  "Not at all," Mrs. Sinclair laughed. "We are here looking for coincidences. It would be a singular coincidence if we didn't find them. Irish, but you know what I mean."




  "I knew your poor father very well indeed," Borrowdaile said.




  "Then you know how be died?" Lyn asked, eagerly.




  "Well, I'm not quite sure," Borrowdaile replied. "Yes, no doubt you think that is an amazing kind of reply, but the fact remains. I know that your father and mother died within a day or two of one another, but my own affairs at the time were so fearfully involved that I was almost beside myself over them. Some said that your father committed suicide after—"




  "Taking the life of my mother," Lyn said quietly. "Please go on."




  "Yes, yes. Perhaps Mrs. Sinclair will do me the honor of pouring out tea. I was not in New York at the time, but I read the story in one of the papers."




  "Do you recollect the name of the paper?" Mrs. Sinclair asked.




  "Oh, yes, I have every reason to do so. It was a little paper called the 'Record'—a sheet with a small circulation, but of pretty good repute in Wall-street. When I got my head clear again and I found time to come to New York the thing was forgotten, and Miss Verity here had been taken away. Subsequently I heard that the 'Record' story was all nonsense, and that Verity had been shot by some crazed speculator. I meant to have written to Verity's relatives in England, but I fear that my good resolutions came to nothing. After all, the family would see that that report was contradicted."




  "They didn't," Mrs. Sinclair snapped. "They accepted the 'Record' story without question just because it happened to be in print. And I accepted it too—till I took up my quarters at Broadwater some time ago and found the mischief that report had worked. And who do you suppose sent that story over and has been living at Broadwater ever since on the strength of it? Why, Malcolm Stott."




  Borrowdaile was moved at last.




  "Tell me why you are here," he asked sternly. "Perhaps I can assist you."




  Mrs. Sinclair told her story in a few words, Borrowdaile listening intently. The mere mention of Stott's name seemed to make a different man of him.




  "I am going to give you all the assistance in my power," he said, presently. "I said just now that I have every reason to remember that issue of the 'Record.' At that time I was on the verge of being a rich man. In a manner of speaking Stott was my partner. As a matter of fact he was acting against me all the way through. We had a big deal in a certain promising mine. Stott got a paragraph in the 'Record' to the effect that the manager of the mine had absconded, and persuaded me to go and see for myself. The whole thing was a lie, but it served Stott's purpose. The shares went down to nothing, I was a ruined man, and barely escaped a prosecution. It is only quite lately that I have been able to look the world in the face again."




  Mrs. Sinclair smiled. It did not seem a nice thing to do, but she had the air of one who holds the key to the situation.




  "I am going to astonish everybody over this 'Record' business presently," she said. "Meanwhile, do you believe that Mr. Verity committed suicide?"




  "No, I don't," Borrowdaile said. "He was murdered by a half-crazed speculator who was never brought to justice."




  "Then why did the 'Record' account pass without contradiction?"




  "That is easily explained. The whole thing happened at a time when America was in the throes of a great, a national, financial crisis. Great firms went down like houses of cards. The very next day James Fisher, the Railway Colossus, was stabbed to death in Wall-street, four leading men absconded, and two committed suicide in their offices. For days afterwards the big papers were crammed with details. Is it to be wondered that the Verity affair should have been overlooked in the face of what I am telling you? And he had no friends to look after him."




  "And we got all the details from Stott, who sent Lyn home," Mrs. Sinclair reflected. "How Fate ever plays into the hands of those who have audacity enough to flout her! Still, I am going to surprise you all very much before long. For years Stott has preyed upon Sir George by a fraud—a fraud at the same time amazingly clever and amazingly simple. But we've got him now—it is all a matter of time."




  "What do you want me to do?" Borrowdaile asked.




  "Hunt me up some people who used to be with the 'Record.' Find me those who can say where a file is to be discovered. Surely somebody or other took a pride in the paper at one time. Only give me the file of the 'Record' for 1888, and Stott never sets foot in Broadwater again."




  "If you think the file exists—"




  "My dear friend, I know it. Otherwise Stott would not be here."




  Borrowdaile admitted that there was logic behind this reasoning. He proceeded to expand his views on the subject, when the telephone behind him tinkled shrilly. A minute later he took the receiver from his ear, and handed it to Mrs. Sinclair.




  "They have tracked you here," he smiled. "Somebody wants you at once."




  Mrs. Sinclair listened intently for a few seconds; then she hung up the receiver and rung off. There was just a shade of anxiety on her face.




  "I feared this," she said. "Stott has succeeded in getting bail. Who is Scott Loder, who has come forward to our friend's assistance?"




  "Scott Loder?" Borrowdaile exclaimed. "Strange! Loder is a philanthropist—a shining light at meetings and all that kind of thing—the very last man you would expect to find in touch with Stott. Oh, he is a big power in New York."




  "That sounds bad for us," Mrs. Sinclair laughed. "Anyway, the war has begun in earnest now. The question is—What is our next move to be?"
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  With a wild desire to do somebody an injury, Stott was led away. The blow had fallen upon him with crushing and unexpected force, and for the present he could see no way out of it.




  And just now he was far too angry for any consecutive mental effort. He had been tricked and foiled in some way, but even his astuteness failed to show him how.




  On the whole, the outlook was not pleasing. He had worked out his cunning scheme over the Aphrodite star, he had placed the gem so that it must ultimately be found in the cabin of one whom he desired to lay by the heels for a time, and the shock of Purser Clarke's statement had stunned him for the moment. He knew that his scheme had been detected and thwarted, but he had not the least idea how or by whom. And then to find out at the very last moment—when he had no time to prepare a counter-stroke—that he had been caught in his own trap was maddening.




  And he dared not speak, he could not attempt to explain. Also he knew now that he had opponents as strong and as clever as himself to deal with. They had so contrived it that it would be he who lay by the heels instead of them, and that unless something was immediately done, his journey would be in vain. Stott crushed down the headlong hysterical passion that makes weak people dangerous at times, and desired that he might be set at liberty.




  "I guess that you can be bailed till to-morrow," a lank inspector said. "And so on from day to day until this charge is settled. In a substantial amount."




  "What do you call a substantial amount?" Stott asked, eagerly. "I'm pretty well off."




  The inspector suggested ten thousand dollars, from which lofty standpoint he refused to move an inch. If Stott could not find the money, then Stott must remain in durance vile. If he knew of any responsible citizen who would come forward—




  Stott retired to a cell with a packet of cigarettes and New York's official directory. It was just possible that amongst his old shady acquaintances there might be one who had turned his back on the old evil life and prospered beyond his deserts. But a three hours' study of that depressing volume brought no light to Stott's despairing soul. He fluttered over the leaves angrily with a careless gaze at the long columns of names until at length one caught his eye.




  J. Scott Loder! Stott drew a breath of relief. The name was familiar, and the address was the same, too. The long list of numbers, in big leaded type, all suggested prosperity. A few questions elicited the fact that J. Scott Loder was of more than parochial importance. With an air of expansion Stott called for paper and envelope. The note he scribbled was curt and to the point. Then with philosophic calm Stott turned to his cigarettes and began to smoke. He would have liked a little brandy, too. But all in good time.




  It was an hour or so later that a warder entered with the information that a gentleman desired to see Mr. Stott. Stott noticed as a good omen that the warder's manner was quite civil. A short, stout man, with bald head and grey whiskers, came in pompously. The grey frock suit, glossy hat, and well-flitting gaiters all spoke of prosperity. He held out two languid fingers, which Stott embraced, fervently. He was going to change all that presently.




  The new-comer dropped into a seat and the door clicked behind the warder, and all his assurance vanished. He looked at Stott with troubled eyes, his heavy cheeks shook, there were beads of perspiration on his forehead.




  "For heaven's sake, Stott," he stammered, "what—what did you mean by sending for me?"




  Stott lighted a fresh cigarette with great deliberation. He was beginning to enjoy the situation; the dramatic possibilities of it were exceedingly promising. And here was a wealthy man. Stott knew the species too well to be deceived by a well-cut suit and a swaggering manner. Scott Loder reeked of prosperity. Despite all this, Stott had no intention of being bounced.




  "I've got into a bit of a mess," he said, sketchily. "Perhaps you have heard of it?"




  Loder nodded gloomily, and looked at his watch—a heavy gold chronometer.




  "Well, that was part of a scheme," Stott continued. "But the beggars tumbled to the trick and put it back on me. If they can hold me up for a day or two I am done. If I can get away I will see the prosecutor in this matter, and if I don't persuade her to drop the charge I'll eat my hat. And I've sent for you to bail me out. Ten thousand dollars. A mere flea-bite."




  Scott Loder shook his head gravely. Much as he would like to meet his old friend, he was afraid that it couldn't be done. He had his position to think of. It had pleased Providence to bless his efforts. He was in constant association with all that was best and purest in the city. Amongst those who walked the narrow path no name was more respected than that of Scott Loder. And, not to put too fine a point upon it, Malcolm Stott's reputation was—er—dubious. It was no question of money.




  "Then lend me the cash, and I'll bail myself out!" cried Stott.




  But the great and good man opposite could not see that either. Not that he valued money; he regarded his wealth merely as a sacred trust. He was sorry for Stott, sorry that he still walked the broad path of the degenerate, but he feared he could do nothing.




  "In other words, you won't!" Stott said between his teeth.




  "That is a harsh way of putting it," Loder sighed as he looked into his hat. "On moral grounds—strictly on moral grounds, I must decline."




  Stott rose to his feet, filled with hysterical fury. At moments like this he was capable of anything. His frame of mind was eminently catlike. And, though a cat is a timid creature, she can be exceedingly dangerous in a corner.




  "You canting hypocritical rascal!" Stott hissed. "You are rich and highly respectable, but it is all on the surface. You could always cant and whine and grovel when it suited your purpose, but you never had a generous or manly instinct about you. The leopard can't change his spots, my friend. At heart you are as big a rascal and cur as ever."




  "My dear Stott," Loder stammered, "your words are actionable."




  "And so my deeds are going to be, if you carry on like this. If you leave me here you do so at your own peril. And before night I shall write out a curt and pithy history of the past life of Scott Loder, philanthropist, and man of distinguished piety. I shall tell and prove—all about that Union Trust fire. I shall tell them—but you haven't forgotten the past. I can think of a score of papers here only too ready to print those spicy details. Put that exceedingly glossy hat of yours down, and let us go into details. Ah, that's better."




  Loder dropped limply into a seat. All the unction and smug self-importance seemed to have left the man. It was as if somebody had pricked a balloon.




  "You would lay yourself open to a criminal libel," he said feebly.




  "Rot! What do I care for criminal libels? It would ruin you. Do what I desire, and I shall never trouble you again. But you have decided already; I can see it in your eye. And I won't over-embarrass you with my thanks—which, by the way, you don't deserve."




  Loder muttered something about moral grounds, but all the fight had gone out of him. Half-an-hour later Stott was driving to his hotel, where he dined and went early to bed. He partook of wine sparingly; he fought off the desire for brandy, though the effort left him all broken up and trembling. Still, there would be time for all that presently. Once let him get this business through, and afterwards he could drink as much as he liked.




  Fortune seemed to be favoring him. The next day, at the first hearing of the charges relating to the Aphrodite Star, Stott learnt with satisfaction that Mrs. Lancey had gone to Nebraska, and would not return for a week. Therefore Stott had all that time to himself. He was busy writing letters for the rest of his day, and the following saw him at work in earnest.




  In a car he rode from one business house to another, making inquiries. A great deal of time was subsequently passed in the neighborhood of the old-time "Record" office. It was quite late before Stott could see his way to lunch, and, this meal being dispatched, he went off on foot in the direction of the Bowery.




  The Bowery of New York was no place for a man of average respectability any time of the day—but Stott seemed to have no fear. He came at length to a saloon, which he entered and called for a glass of brandy and soda-water. The room was dark but fairly clean, and the walls were plastered with the records of many classic prize fighters. A heavy-browed barman came forward with the information that there was no brandy or soda on the premises.




  "All right," Stott responded, with a cheerful grin. "Give me some picric acid and oil of vitriol and petroleum. I'll have a long dose of petroleum in a fire-bucket."




  The face of the waiter changed to what passed current with him for a smile.




  "Didn't know you were one of us," he whispered. "Sorry the boss is away. But if you can give me a name to anybody in particular, I guess he can be sent for right away."




  Stott reeled off half-a-dozen names of somewhat bizarre type without success. Most of the individuals in question seemed suffering under the burden of untoward circumstances. Two had had the misfortune to be hanged, a third had made New York extremely undesirable as a permanent residence, whilst the other three were at present located up the river at Sing Sing Prison.




  "Well, what about Dandy and the Giraffe?" Stott asked, desperately.




  "They're all right," the barman explained. "There was a big raid four months ago and the gentlemen in question managed to prove an alibi. But they'll have to lie low for a long time. Business been very bad lately. Don't suppose they'd mind taking a hand in a bit of sport again."




  Stott remarked that he was very glad to hear it. Would the barman send for the twain? The barman had no objection, provided that he had some kind of a sign and symbol to show that business only was meant. There were so many "narks" and informers about that really—




  "Oh, shut it down," Stott growled. "Say it's M.S.—all the way from England to see old friends. That will fetch them. But I'll trouble you for that brandy and soda first."




  After a somewhat long pause a lank individual with a heavy evil face looked into the saloon. At the sight of Stott the evil face carried an evil smile, and a fearsome torrent of oaths testified to the pleasure of the long man at seeing Stott again.




  "It's M.S. right enough," the new-comer growled huskily. "You can slide in, Dandy."




  Thus addressed, another man in a seedy frock coat and villainously dirty hat came forward. He had a profusion of cheap rings on his grimy fingers and a huge gilt watch-chain that proclaimed aloud what a gigantic fraud it was.




  "Drinks and drinks and more drinks," Stott cried. "Hard times, eh! Well, there's a five-dollar bill for each of you, and more where the other came from."




  "Big job, boss?" Dandy asked, with a greedy, watery eye on the barkeeper.




  "Well, no," Stott responded. "It isn't. It's small—but there is little risk about it, and nobody is likely to suspect us, or indeed anybody else. Nobody looks for firebugs in the cellars of millionaires. But little fish are sweet, boys."




  "Any fish are sweet when your stomach's empty," Giraffe growled. "What's the figure?"




  Stott tapped thoughtfully on the table before him.




  "It'll run to a hundred dollars each," he said. "It's only a small affair in an empty cellar. Just a few barrels of the stuff and leave the rest to Providence. I've arranged to have possession of the cellar, and I will see that all the provisions are got in. Then you'll go to work some early night next week and start the fireworks. After that you'll go away and the next day collect the dust. It's just as easy as falling off a log."




  The Giraffe and Dandy nodded approval. There was little here to appeal to their artistic abilities, nothing to write boldly in the red history of crime. But then business had been exceedingly bad lately, and in the present state of affairs a hundred dollars seemed a deal of money. Moreover, it was good to be seated in that favorite hostel again with poisonous whisky galore before them. Moreover, the boss was a hard man, and credit was a thing from which his soul revolted.




  Stott proceeded to lay down his scheme minutely. He was not going to leave anything to chance. And two of the greatest rascals in New York followed him carefully. At the end of half an hour they had got the whole thing by heart.




  "So far so good," said Stott, as he rose to leave. "I'll come here again to-morrow night, when I hope that everything will be ready. By the day after to-morrow the thing should be finished, and the dollars jingling in your pockets. So long."




  Refreshed by his brandy, and secure in his future, Stott walked jauntily along in the direction of a fairer and sweeter section of the town. He was still in the purlieus when a tall heavy figure, in a Norfolk suit, accosted him with extravagant delight.




  "Stott, by all that's holy!" he cried. "How long have you been here?"




  "Blake!" Stott muttered. "Well, it's the unexpected that always happens. How did you get here?"




  Blake proceeded to explain that he had landed the day before from the "Empire City." He had made a little error of judgment, and had deemed that a change of air would be beneficial. Stott turned away, so that Blake might not see the expression on his face. The little man was filled with the same hysterical passion that had convulsed him before. Murder was lurking in his eyes. Coward as he literally was, given him the opportunity he would have killed Blake at that moment.




  When he turned round again he was smiling. In point of cunning and audacity, Blake was not now, nor ever had been, a match for Stott.




  "And what are you doing?" he asked.




  "Nothing," Blake admitted. "I've got a few dollars left, but they're going fast. Can you put me on to a job? I'm not in the least particular."




  "A funny thing if you were," Stott said, cheerfully. "Still, I dare say I can find something for you to do. I'm pretty busy now, but if you meet me here to-morrow night at 9 I'll do my best to give you a show. And after that," he added sotto voce, "you can take all you can get to Mrs. Lucy Sinclair and welcome."
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  Dr. Burlinson waited for Lance to explain. From a cabinet he took a box of choice cigars, and passed it across to his visitor.




  "I can see that this business is going to be more or less analytical—and analysis of motive is one of the most fascinating studies I know. The man who reduces that kind of thing to a science, and has the pluck to back his deductions, has a great career before him. So you fancy that you have solved the problem?"




  "I am absolutely certain of it," Lance said quietly.




  Burlinson nodded as he lay back smoking luxuriously.




  "That's right," he said. "I like to hear a man speak like that. I shall listen with every confidence in you. And it is such an exceedingly pretty problem."




  "Worthy of Wilkie Collins, Burlinson. Or Poe, or any of them. Most people argue that this or that is utterly impossible—except when they see it in the newspaper. I don't go so far as to say it is the unexpected that always happens."




  "Get to the point," Burlinson muttered.




  "Oh, I am coming to the point fast enough. My uncle was found dead, having by his side a letter to the effect that he had committed suicide. Not for a moment do we attempt to deny that the letter was in his own handwriting, because we know that it was. But you say, and you are prepared to prove, that my uncle didn't commit suicide—"




  "That he didn't die from self-inflicted wounds," Dr. Burlinson corrected.




  "Well, that will come to the same thing in the long run, as you will see. That letter to a great extent appears to have to do with me. It subsequently comes out that that letter is identically a copy of a letter introduced into a play of mine. From this certain enemies deduce the fact that I got my uncle to write that letter, and that when I saw a way to shield myself from possible consequences I killed him. On the face of it I had everything to gain by so doing. Once my uncle was dead, I came into the property and the title, and I was free to marry a certain young lady who was absolutely debarred to me before. The mere fact that I did not know my uncle had made a will to thwart this contingency is only so much further evidence against me. I make up my mind to get my uncle out of the way. But I don't do so in an ordinary way because I am a playwright. Then I hit upon a scheme inspired by a more or less successful drama of mine. I so manage that my uncle copies a letter from my play written by a would-be suicide, and behold I have in my hands tangible evidence that he, my uncle, is going to die by his own hand. Do you see?"




  Burlinson nodded from behind the violet fragrant cloud of his own creation.




  "Very logical," he said. "I am deeply interested. Pray proceed."




  "Under ordinary circumstances the thing passes. Sir George is buried, nobody suspects, and I come into my own—at least, I should have done so but for the will that leaves my whole fortune in Stott's hands. He tells me that I should be wiser to wait; and then he goes on to prove a fact that I had forgotten—i.e., that my uncle's confession of suicide is identical with the confession of suicide of the hero of my play. Stott points out that if the fact becomes public it may be awkward for me. Imagine my frame of mind. Directly I begin to investigate. I find that Stott had stated no more than the truth. And then Stott proceeds by the most artful means to proclaim his discovery."




  "It's a pretty strong case against you," Burlinson said.




  "I admit it freely. In the hands of a clever K.C. it might be made fatal. But the more I think over matters the more I see the flaws. How does Stott come to know of the similarity of these two letters? You may say that as my play was hawked about for years, both here and in America, he might have read the MS. As a matter of fact, I am quite certain he has—because both in the play and in the tragedy we have just gone through the 'motif' is to murder a man and make it appear that he died by his own hand. But after the lapse of years it was quite impossible for Stott to recollect the text of that letter."




  "With a drink-soddened brain like his, certainly not," said Burlinson.




  "Quite so; but he could recollect the plot. And he could see behind it all an ingenious way of bringing me into trouble—obliquely, that is. Therefore it began to grow clear to me that Stott was in some way mixed up in the business. When you come to think of it, Stott was just as deeply interested in getting Sir George out of the way as myself. He knew what would happen afterwards; he knew that the estate would be thrown into his hands. And there was always the danger of something coming out greatly to his discredit from America. You recollect what I told you as to those American letters?"




  Burlinson nodded brightly. He was beginning to see the drift of the argument.




  "Very well. Sir George must go. But how? By my own play scheme. Sir George was writing a play also. Stott inspired Sir George with my plot. Sir George wrote all his MS. on his own notepaper. In the course of time he wrote that letter, not as a confession of his own suicide, but as part of his own play!"




  Burlinson snorted—his only sign of excitement. He beamed approval on the speaker. It was all a subtle bit of analysis after his own heart.




  "Good!" he exclaimed. "You are going to prove this?"




  "I have proved it," Lance cried, striking the pile of paper on the table. "It is all here. The supposed confession of personal suicide fits into the play, it is numbered 153; the same number is on the fair copy which is in the hands of the police. Page 152 is the 'business' leading up to the letter. Page 154 is the 'business' of the attempt at death and the curtain on the act. No wonder, with so diabolically ingenious an idea, we did not come at the truth before."




  "And the idea was your own all the time?" Burlinson suggested. "Of course Stott remembered your play. And it would be a fine thing to copy the fatal letter from your MS. Still, when he had completed his scheme, after the lapse of years he would have to refresh his memory as to the exact nature of that letter. Could he do so?"




  "He could do so in two ways. More than one copy of that play was in existence. For all I know, Stott may have a copy in his own possession. If not he might have easily got at my new and revised edition at which I am at work now, seeing that I keep it in a writing-table drawer in the library, said drawer not being locked. Stott has most cunningly let the public know his case against me, and for the first time I have stated my case against Stott. That I am the victim of a vile conspiracy is certain. That Stott has his own reason for desiring the removal of my uncle is equally certain. We may go further and assume that Sir George was murdered. But by whom?"




  "By Malcolm Stott, of course," Burlinson said, calmly.




  "I don't fancy so. He was good enough to lay the train to work out his slimy scheme to the minutest detail, but he lacked the courage to do such a deed personally. And now what do you think of my argument?"




  "Don't see any flaw in it at all," Burlinson muttered. "It's perfectly logical, and what's more, we've got any amount of documentary evidence to prove it. But you are wrong in your reading of Malcolm Stott's character. The man is a coward. He has been a coward all his lifetime. He is cruel and unfeeling. At the present time he is a nerveless wreck, incapable of the slightest act of courage. But medical jurisprudence proves triumphantly that the same class of criminal is capable of the most atrocious crimes. As a rule they are hysterical. Once they let themselves go, they are ready for anything. They are like cats—timid, but once touch the feline passions, and then look to yourself. I could quote scores of instances from Taylor to prove that you are wrong."




  "Then you think that Stott—"




  "My dear Massey, I am certain of it. But only at times under certain moods. I can give you an authentic case of a young girl, a girl timid to the verge of insanity, who murdered a younger sister because she was afraid of the latter telling her mother that the elder had stolen a penny. So fearful of punishment was the girl that she committed murder. No, you couldn't say that she was insane. And yet her nervous dread of punishment forced her to a terrible crime. There are many such instances of morbid murderers, and Stott suffers from the same thing. The cunning brain is going; it is being sapped by drink, and the fellow knows it. What do you suppose a fellow like that most dreads? A miserable and half-starved end. If Sir George had discovered his real character Stott would have been kicked into the street. And what would have become of him? It was here that the morbid-mindedness came in, plus the brandy and the overstrung mind."




  "Then you think he was really capable of the crime?"




  "I do, indeed. I have never seen a more likely subject. I don't mind telling you that I have suspected Stott from the first. He tried to prove too much; he was too subtle. He might have seen that his efforts to bring you in would certainly lead to trouble, which was the case. Put Stott in the witness-box and cross-examine him on the basis of that draft play, and he would be certain to commit himself before an hour is over his head. He would be in a state of mental funk; he would not know what his tormentor had behind him. His imagination would play him all kinds of tricks. We shall lay Malcolm Stott by the heels, never fear."




  Lance lay back smoking his cigar thoughtfully. He had proved his case, but he smiled now as he began to see flaws in Burlinson's line of reasoning.




  "There is a good deal to be cleared up yet," he said. "For instance, you have stated most positively that my poor uncle did not die from wounds caused by the razor."




  Burlinson smiled at Lance's thoughts.




  "I daresay that you imagine that you have got me there," he said. "I made that statement and I stick to it. Sir George was dead before that razor touched him. He died from failure of the heart's action, brought about by an overdose of chloroform. Stott meant to kill his victim, but his courage failed him at the last moment. Or say that he was afraid that there might be a deal of blood spilt; and that some of it should fall upon him. It doesn't in the least matter which way you put it. Stott procured the chloroform, and more or less stifled his victim. Sir George lay there still and insensible. Stott could not know that he was dead. If he had been aware of the fact we should never have seen that razor at all. You can imagine him standing over that inanimate body and wondering what would happen if it came to life again. It would mean ruin, and worse, to Stott. And here the savagery of the hysterical temperament comes in. The razor was used freely—it was one of Sir George's, and could be left behind—indeed, it was necessary to leave it behind—and there was the suicide's letter on the table, purloined from the play for the purpose. My dear fellow, the thing is as clear as daylight."




  Lance was not disposed to question it. There was a deal of force and logic behind what Burlinson said. And, after all, the crime must have been committed by somebody in the house.




  "If we could only find the real motive," he said.




  "Motive! Why, the whole thing is fragrant of motive," Burlinson said. "Stott was getting in a tight place. This is a pretty powerful motive. Sir George out of the way, and he is practically master of Broadwater. What do you say to that as a motive? Then there were those American letters—"




  "Ah, if we could only get hold of one of them!"




  "Miss Verity did so. That is why Miss Verity and Mrs. Sinclair are at present in New York. And Stott is there also. I quite forgot to tell you that I had a long letter from Mrs. Sinclair to-day. No doubt you will get a letter in the course of the day. Mrs. Sinclair thinks there something diabolical going on relating to the story of Miss Verity's father, and she is in New York to get to the bottom of it. Also she is quite certain Stott is there to prevent her?"




  Lance jumped to his feet excitedly.




  "Tell me their address," he cried. "So long as Stott is about, those dear creatures are in danger. I'll leave England by the next boat."




  "You'll do nothing more foolish than smoke another cigar," Burlinson said, coolly. "Mrs. Sinclair is quite capable of managing the business single-handed, and she has powerful friends. You are going to stay here, and help me to solve the mystery of the chloroform bottle with the indiarubber cork. Do you remember the point I made over that?"




  "And Stott's face," Lance said, with a grim smile. "I can see the terror of it now, and realise what it meant in the light of recent discoveries. But tell me how you found out that that bottle had an indiarubber cork."




  "Easy as anything," Burlinson laughed. "After I discovered that chloroform had been slopped about all over the table I made a search. And under one of the windows I found the cork, which at present is in my possession. Perhaps it bounced off the table, and could not be recovered; perhaps it was never missed, and the bottle buried in obvious forgetfulness of its existence. But the fact remains that I have the cork."




  "Is it likely to prove a valuable clue?" Lance asked.




  "It will stretch and stretch until it becomes a noose round Stott's neck," said Burlinson, with a rare poetic flight. "It's going to become the hilt of our most powerful weapon. And if you want to see the first thread or two run off the reel, and you have nothing better to do, perhaps you will come with me to Swanley."




  Lance rose, and pitched his cigar into the fire.




  "I should like nothing better," he cried. "I am ready any time."




  XXII — BAD NEWS FOR STOTT




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Burlinson smoked his cigar down to the last fragrant puff before rising. He belonged to the class of men who never do anything in a hurry. And though Lance was naturally impatient, the calm assurance of the other's manner was soothing.




  "Festina lente," Burlinson said, quoting his favorite motto. "No good thing was ever done in a hurry. We are going into Swanley presently on a little delicate business. When we come back I expect we shall have a pretty shrewd notion as to where the chloroform came from."




  But the matter was not arranged quite so easily as Burlinson anticipated. There were no less than five chemists in Swanley, all doing prosperous trades, all supplying doctors in the town or close at hand, and all in a position to prove recent sales of chloroform. It was quite late in the afternoon before Burlinson seemed to hit the trail at last.




  It was quite an old-fashioned shop in a side-street—a shop with the antiquated bulbous globes of amber and blue in the window and a great profusion of little weirdly-labelled drawers inside. A tall grey-haired man, who might from his manner have easily been taken for a distinguished consulting physician, saluted Burlinson gravely.




  "And what can I do for you, sir?" he asked.




  "Well, I fancy you can give me some information, Mr. Noakes," Burlinson replied. "If not, I shall be compelled to try outside Swanley."




  Noakes bowed, with the air of a man who felt every confidence in the intellectual force of Swanley, and frowned at a prescription in his fat, white hand.




  "Anything in my power, I am sure," he murmured.




  "Well, it's about chloroform," said Burlinson. "We are doing a little bit of detective business, and all you say will be in strict confidence. I'm looking for a man who purchases chloroform in ounce bottles with an indiarubber cork. Now, do you ever sell it that way?"




  "I don't sell much of it in any case," Noakes responded. "The sale is steadily declining in favor of ether, and cocaine, and the like. Only old-fashioned doctors buy it now."




  "Or people with a limited medical knowledge?"




  "We should not let them have it, sir."




  "Quite so. That was the point I rather wanted to get at. You would not sell chloroform to the man in the street. But do you supply it to any regular customer, who likes to have indiarubber corks in the bottle?"




  "Yes, sir, I do," Noakes responded. "Dr. Ruby, of Barkstone, always has it that way; indeed, I get it specially for him."




  Burlinson's eyes gleamed with satisfaction. Here was something definite and tangible at length. Nor did he need anything in the way of special detective abilities to get all the information he desired. Noakes had nothing to conceal, and he was quite sure that his esteemed customer, Dr. Ruby, had nothing to hide, either. And Burlinson was widely known and respected.




  It appeared from an examination of the chemist's books that no chloroform had been supplied to Dr. Ruby lately—not since the fifth of the month. Burlinson looked at Lance and nodded significantly. It was two days before the death of Sir George Massey.




  "Did you get an order for that?" Burlinson asked.




  Noakes paused a moment to consider, and finally replied that he thought not. So far as his recollection served him. Dr. Ruby called personally, and, after giving the order, went out, saying the stuff was to be sent to his trap at the Mitre yard a little before 7.




  "Did you see Dr. Ruby?" Burlinson asked.




  "No, sir, I didn't. I had gone out to see a neighbor and friend who had cut his hand badly. It was my assistant who casually mentioned the order on my return."




  "Did your assistant know Dr. Ruby well?" Burlinson asked.




  "Fairly. He has been with me for some months, and Dr. Ruby has been in several times. My assistant is a little short-sighted, but he can recognise everything in the shop."




  "Um! That sounds right enough. So you sent the stuff?"




  "I sent the stuff in due course by my errand boy. Naturally I asked him if he had delivered the bottle. He said that he had done so, into the doctor's hands."




  "No possibility his making a mistake there?"




  "Certainly not. The lad, who is a good, steady boy, was born in Dr. Ruby's parish."




  Burlinson knitted his brows thoughtfully. He had evidently come upon a knot in the skein. His lips moved as if arguing with himself. Then his face cleared.




  "Would it be dark by that time?" he asked.




  "Yes. I recollect it was getting dark when I came in; and the boy hadn't started then. It must have been quite dark before he reached the Mitre yard."




  The eager look died out of Burlinson's eyes, and he became commonplace. He intimated to Noakes that he had no more questions to ask. But on the whole he seemed to be satisfied as he marched down the street.




  "I daresay all that was very clever," Lance said, drily, "but it conveyed nothing to me. What have you found, Sherlock Holmes?"




  "I've found a great deal," Burlinson said, as drily. "And I'm going to find more. Now we're going to get a trap at the Mitre and drive over to call on Dr. Ruby."




  "What do you expect to find there?"




  "What I want to find out, and what I hope to find out, is that Ruby had nothing from Noakes on the fifth of this month," Burlinson said, enigmatically. "Yes, I know what you are going to remark. But you can't always believe everything that you see."




  Burlinson declined to say any more on the topic until the residence of Dr. Ruby was reached. A low white house, with a steep thatch and a visionary outline of mullioned windows framed in roses aroused Lance's immediate and enthusiastic admiration. An elderly man, with long grey hair, was mowing a lawn already as smooth and trim as velvet. Not a single leaf was out of place.




  "Now, you up-to-date young man," Burlinson cried. "What do you want with a mowing machine. To be quite consistent, you should have a scythe. But I don't despair of seeing your house lighted by electricity and connected with Swanley by telephone yet."




  Dr. Ruby donned a coat of antiquated cut and led the way to a summer-house. He produced some excellent cigars, and insisted upon regaling his guests with some cider of his own bottling. The two doctors were at daggers drawn as regarded their medical views, and many and fierce were the arguments they had together. The elder man was bracing himself for an effort now.




  "You want to fight?" Burlinson laughed. "I can see it in your eye, old friend. But not to-day. Such a lovely afternoon! I want you to answer a few questions for me, Ruby. Can you give me the recent dates of any chloroform you have purchased?"




  "Eh, what?" Ruby asked. "Why, bless my soul. Have you come back to believe that—"




  "No, no. To be consistent, you should not touch anaesthetics at all. I merely want to know the recent dates upon which you have purchased chloroform."




  "There are no recent dates, my dear fellow. I haven't had occasion to use chloroform for over three months. I usually get it fresh, as I want it, in ounce bottles."




  "With an indiarubber cork in it?"




  "Invariably. And it always comes from Noakes at Swanley. But I assure you that I have not purchased a pennyworth since March."




  "Not on the fifth of this month?"




  "Certainly not. I wasn't at home. Don't you remember chaffing me a little while ago upon my speech at the Medical Congress at Sheffield? If you look at your 'Times' you will see that that speech was delivered on the fifth of the month."




  "A very fine alibi," Burlinson said, gravely.




  Ruby looked interested—but not so absorbingly interested as Lance in the light of his superior knowledge. Two people had been ready to testify on oath that Ruby was in Swanley on the fifth, and here he was ready to prove the contrary beyond further demonstration.




  "I should very much like to know what you are driving at?" Ruby asked.




  Burlinson proceeded to explain in detail. He omitted nothing whatever. He made it quite plain that some malignant person or another had done Sir George Massey to death by means of chloroform, and that the drug had been obtained for the purpose by some artful individual who impersonated Dr. Ruby. Burlinson made one reservation—he made no mention of Stott.




  Ruby listened with astonishment that quickly gave place to anger.




  "This must be looked into at once," he said. "I should like to go into Swanley and see Noakes' assistant without delay. I must convince him of his mistake."




  But the matter was not so easy as the doctor anticipated. The assistant, a slight nervous youth in spectacles, seemed to be possessed of all the obstinacy of the timid. He recollected the dress and the hair, the slow, high speech, and the slight quivering of the fingers. Moreover, the errand boy was prepared to swear stoutly that he had met Dr. Ruby at the entrance to the Mitre yard and placed the bottle in his own hands.




  "I don't see as 'ow I could ha' been mistook, sir," he said, doggedly. "It was your own voice, and Mr. Stead, the saddler, said 'good-night' and asked if the new 'sturtion' seeds were doing all right, and you said as they was."




  "Amazing!" Ruby murmured. "I shall wake up presently and find that I have been dreaming. Did you notice any peculiarities about me, young man?"




  "No, sir," the assistant said politely, but firmly. "I—I don't know what to say. It's extraordinary. I can see your hands as they were that day, only—only you had a brown stain on your fingers as if you had been playing with acids. Perhaps you don't recollect me asking you if you had burnt yourself, sir?"




  "No," Ruby said, sharply. "I certainly don't."




  "Was the stain on both hands?" Burlinson asked, eagerly.




  "No," the assistant said, after a long pause, "only on the left."




  Ruby broke out somewhat angrily. He was all for having this mystery cleared up at once. He would go to the police without delay. Meanwhile, he bound Noakes and his assistant over to secrecy. He would bring this masquerading ruffian to justice.




  "And ruin all my plans," Burlinson said, quietly. "My dear old friend, like Brer Rabbit, you must 'lie low' for a time. Otherwise, you will be doing all you can to play into the hands of the man who murdered Sir George Massey."




  Ruby gasped. All his anger had departed from him.




  "Do you mean to say," he cried, "that that was the man who—"




  "Personated you. There is no doubt of it."




  "But why all this elaborate masquerade?"




  "To get the chloroform, of course. The fellow could not have procured it as a stranger anywhere. Therefore, he decided to make up as you. And but for the fact of the indiarubber cork being lost out of the bottle, it's ten to one against anybody being any the wiser. By the merest accident in the world we have stumbled on a clue, and that clue is going to hang Sir George's murderer."




  "But the likeness?" Ruby muttered; "the amazing likeness. Have you any idea—"




  "I have a very strong one," Burlinson said, drily, "but you will pardon me if I keep it to myself for the present. In a day or two I shall probably want to see you again on the matter. Then I'll come along and pulverise you over that exploded germ theory of yours."




  "You can't do it," Ruby cried, eagerly. "The mere presence of the bacilli—"




  They left him arguing and gesticulating, unaware that he was addressing mere space. Burlinson and Lance were some distance on their way to Broadwater before the latter spoke.




  "You have proved a great deal," he said, "and yet it only amounts to a little. Somebody impersonated Dr. Ruby, and obtained a bottle of chloroform in his name. But the assistant and the errand boy are both prepared to swear that they really saw your excitable old friend. How do you propose to dispose of their evidence?"




  "I propose to show them that they are wrong, Massey. There is one important point that you forget. The assistant particularly noticed a bit of dark stain on Ruby's left hand. That he is prepared to swear to. But Ruby's hands are quite clean; and he does not deal with acids and tests—in fact, he is far too old-fashioned for anything of that kind. Still, the dark brown stain was on the fingers—the fingers that shook so strangely."




  "The fellow might have been nervous."




  "He was, of course. Now do you know anybody whose left hand is all stained, right up to the first joint of the fingers, stains caused by incessant cigarette smoking?"




  A sudden cry came from Lance's lips.




  "Fool that I was not to think of it before," he exclaimed. "Stott!"




  "Stott, of course. The twitching hands, the stained fingers. Stott, the actor—the most marvellous comedian of his day. Ten minutes' study of Ruby would be enough for him. With his talent the rest would be easy. We've got him this time. And as to his wardrobe, that would be an easy matter. If we could find the wardrobe—"




  "Or even get to know where it came from."




  "Yes, yes. That might be managed. All those people go to Clarkson. The net is gradually closing round Stott—a little patience and we have him. Fancy all this blossoming, so to speak, from a little tiny bit of indiarubber."
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  Mrs. Sinclair came from the glittering saloon in full panoply of evening dress, looking as if she had no trouble in the world. She smiled quite pleasantly at Blake, who was waiting in the vestibule to see her. There was a restless anxiety about the man that boded no good for Stott. Mrs. Sinclair was a good judge of her fellow-creatures, and for the first time she felt quite sure that Blake was not going to play her false. The keen hungry look in his eyes was eloquent of a determination to gain the promised reward.




  "I see you have news for me," Mrs. Sinclair said.




  "Plenty," Blake murmured. "In the first place, I have seen Stott and patched up my quarrel with him. He imagines that I came over in the Empire City in consequence of trouble in England. I am posing as a man down on his luck who wants something to do."




  "You have offered to help Stott, in fact?"




  "That's it. There's a fine rascally scheme afoot, but I can't see how it affects you."




  "Tell me what the idea is, and perhaps I shall be able to help you."




  "Well, it's this way," Blake proceeded to explain. "Stott is using one of the worst gangs in New York for his own purpose. Have you ever heard of the 'fire bugs?'"




  Mrs. Sinclair nodded, her eyes gleaming. Without knowing it, Mr. Blake had given her the key to the situation. Not that she said so, for the less Blake knew the better. She had not the slightest intention of confiding in the man.




  "They are people who wilfully destroy property for the sake of the insurance?" she asked.




  "The greatest rascals alive," Blake said, with a pretty indignation. "Up till quite recently those people were the terror of New York. For some years past the number of fires in New York has been out of all proportion to that elsewhere. The 'fire bugs' had reduced the system to a science. Every rascally trader who wished to defraud the insurance companies went to them. They had every appliance ready, so ingeniously arranged that there was no trace of their handiwork after. Lives were very frequently lost, but it made no difference to the 'fire bugs.' The thing only looked more realistic. Most of these men are serving long terms of imprisonment now, but two of the most dangerous are still at large. These men are now working for Stott."




  "You mean that he has incendiary designs on some building?" Mrs. Sinclair asked.




  "I am absolutely certain of it," Blake replied, emphatically. "If you think this has nothing to do with us, I should prefer to shirk that part of the business."




  Mrs. Sinclair remarked with apparent carelessness that Stott might have many irons in the fire. But her voice was not quite steady when she spoke again.




  "Do you happen to know where the proposed fire is to take place?" she asked.




  Blake had come posted with that information. Mrs. Sinclair started slightly as he gave it. She saw quite clearly before her now. The building proposed to be destroyed was the very one where once the office of the "Record" had been.




  "I think you had better see the thing through," she said. "One never knows when one may stumble upon valuable information. After all, this may be part of Stott's cunning design against me. To take you to a certain extent into my confidence, I may say that, inter alia, I am anxious to obtain a file of the 'Record' for the year 1888. Do you understand that?"




  Blake pricked up his ears.




  "Why, the paper was published at that very block of buildings!" he exclaimed.




  "I am quite aware of that. And it seems to me that your opportunity of procuring me the thing I require is absolutely unique. If you can't get a file, you can get me half-a-dozen copies of 'The Record' for the 17th of July, 1888. Directly those papers are in my hands I am prepared to hand over my cheque for £500."




  Blake's eyes gleamed. The thing looked ridiculously easy, and he was eager for the money.




  And yet Mrs. Sinclair had driven a hard bargain and only provided him with enough to procure the ordinary necessities of life. At the present moment £500 appeared to be an inexhaustible sum. His heart warmed as he thought of the enjoyment of it.




  "There won't be much trouble about that," he said. "I shall see Stott to-night—"




  "Very well," Mrs. Sinclair replied, with an air of dismissal. "I leave it entirely to your discretion. Only let me have those papers as soon as possible."




  Blake departed, sanguine himself, but leaving Mrs. Sinclair by no means to certain. She knew perfectly well why Stott had embarked on this dangerous step. He had no property in New York; he could not possibly expect to benefit by a fire, however disastrous. He was simply taking the means of removing something that it was imperative to destroy. And what was it that Stott was going to destroy? Mrs. Sinclair did not need to ask the question. The incineration of a mass of old "Records" was the motive. To gain that end Stott would have burnt New York.




  Perhaps it would be as well to inform the police. But that might destroy all chance of getting the papers. Once they were procured, no time should be lost in informing the authorities of what was going on. Doubtless nothing would be done for a day or two. Blake had not hinted that the danger was imminent, as he would have done had it been so close. At any cost those papers must be procured. Mrs. Sinclair would have given a deal to know what floor they were upon. Had she known she would have probably have taken the matter into her own hands.




  "And as it is we must wait!" she murmured.




  Meanwhile Blake was striding through the Bowery with his hat cocked at a rakish angle, and feeling on the best of terms with himself. He was poor now, but he was going to be rich before long. Already he felt that Mrs. Sinclair's cheque was as good as in his pocket. He was going perfectly straight over this matter, because he could see that it was his interest to do so. He could never get anything like as much out of Stott, and that little rascal would play him false at the very first opportunity.




  Therefore his greeting of Stott in the modest retirement of the choice saloon was extra cordial. The small man opened his teeth in an answering smile. Just for an instant his eyes flashed murder, but Blake failed to notice it. Ostensibly he was acting as Stott's agent in the matter, for the latter took no risks where he could procure a tool for the purpose.




  "You have got everything ready?" Stott asked.




  Blake took a written text from his pocket, and perused it thoughtfully.




  "Everything," he said at length. "The petroleum from one place, the tubs from another, the hay from a third. The stuff is all delivered, and paid for; in fact, I saw the last parcel in this afternoon. And now I'll trouble you for those twenty dollars you promised me."




  Stott handed over the coins grudgingly one by one. It was always a pain for him to part with hard cash. He smiled with an effort, and called for a bottle of champagne.




  "I suppose you've finished with me now?" Blake asked.




  Stott rather thought not. His face was hidden from Blake as he stooped to roll a cigarette, so that the latter could not see his eyes. When he spoke it was quite tranquilly.




  "I fancy you had better see the thing through," he said. "My friend the Giraffe, and my equally dear friend Dandy, are murderous ruffians, and if they deemed it to their interest to get rid of me they would not hesitate to do so. Therefore I have no particular desire to be alone in that cellar with them."




  Blake shrugged his shoulders indifferently. It was all the same to him, he said. It was not his cue to show Stott that he particularly desired to accompany the expedition, and that the latter was playing into his hands. Stott watched him all the time with his dull, blue eye.




  "Spoken like a true pal," he said, boisterously. He had imbibed the major part of the champagne, and it was getting into his head. "No, I'll not have any more wine. I've been so steady lately that a little seems to do for me. Help me over this matter, and I'll pay you handsomely. You don't know how generous I can be when I'm fully wound up to it."




  Blake cynically responded that he had never witnessed the rare mechanical process, at which pleasantry Stott laughed immoderately, and in the midst of his hilarity the Giraffe and Dandy slid into the room. They came furtively, as if every shadow held a policeman. They demanded drinks hoarsely, and refused to move until they were satisfied—a long and expensive process. It was nearly midnight before they evinced any desire to come to business.




  "Well, I guess we had better be moving," the Giraffe growled, as he drew his vast length from a chair. "I'd like to get this thing through, and finger the stamps."




  Dandy rose also, to Stott's great relief.




  "We'll go first," he said. "We'll go and open the cellar. I'll leave the flap ready for you. In half an hour's time you can be back here with money jingling in your pockets, and if anything unpleasant happens, Mr. George Washington, barkeeper yonder, will be ready to swear that you were here all the evening."




  Stott swaggered out easily, followed by Blake. The little man was very restless all the same, and from time to time pressed his hand upon his heart as if in great pain. His face grew so white and ghastly that Blake's attention was called to it.




  "Better see a doctor," he suggested.




  "No use," Stott said, hoarsely. "Perhaps when this business is over I shall have time—but not till then. It's an old-standing trouble, and will be the end of me eventually. By Jove, if I were to die now, what a good thing it would be for some people."




  Stott chuckled as he went along. They came at length to their destination, where Stott paused and looked cautiously around. The whole street seemed to be deserted. He drew the cellar flap and descended, followed by Blake. Then he lighted a feeble lamp.




  The cellar was practically bare save for a wooden keg or two and some empty tubs and some ropes of hay lying on the floor. Blake shivered slightly.




  "A risky game," he muttered.




  "Not a bit," Stott replied. "There will be no trace of the origin of the fire. And everybody knows that the people who own this block of buildings are beyond suspicion. Even if the thing should come to light, who can suspect me? I have no insurance and nothing to gain by a fire. Therefore why should I set the place ablaze? It is all going to be a pure accident."




  Blake said no more for the present. He was looking keenly about him. Overhead, in reach of a tall man like himself, was a trap door working on hinges. Blake pushed it up.




  "What have we here?" he asked.




  "It was once the store-room of the 'Record' people," Stott said, carelessly. "All the types and machinery, all the books and files and papers were put in there, when the 'Record' got into the Bankruptcy Court and a receiver was appointed. And there it's likely to remain until the estate is closed."




  Blake curbed down the cry that came to his lips. Here was the thing ready to his hand. He had been almost afraid that he would be compelled to arouse Stott's suspicions by asking questions. Instead of that, fortune had played directly into his hands. He managed to look around him in the same disinterested kind of way.




  "A fine addition to the bonfire," he said.




  "Cause and effect," Stott chuckled. "You don't understand that remark, eh? Well, I am sorry, because I shall have to keep the fun to myself. But, as you say, the materials are all here to give my fire a fine start."




  "Anything of value up there?" Blake asked.




  Stott made no reply for the moment; he was chuckling to himself.




  "Better go and see," he said in a small choked voice; "better go and see."




  Blake needed no further bidding. He drew himself up the ladder into the room above, and lighted a wax match. His quick eye took in everything. There was the file of the paper for 1888 and 1889—the last two years of its existence; there were piles and piles of unsold sheets tied up and labelled with the year and month outside. Before Blake had consumed his fourth match he had a score of the issue of the "Record" for the 17th of July, 1888, lying on the floor. It was some little time before he felt equal to joining Stott again.




  By this time the others had arrived. Their method of work was peculiar and ingenious. They proceeded to fill two tubs with paraffin to the brim, and from one tub to the other across the floor long haybands of hay, also soaked in the oil, were placed. The haybands were twisted all along the walls and from hence through the trap door to the room above, where another brimming tub of oil was set. Then, all the tubs were strewn with old and dry champagne corks. Finally a candle was forced into the middle of the haybands and lighted. The candle would perhaps last half an hour; and as it burnt down would ignite the saturated hay, which would spread to the tub of paraffin, which would slop all aflame over the place, as the tub burnt down, so that in the course of time the whole place would be blazing with incredible fury. Many a time has this ingenious scheme been played, as New York knows to its cost.




  The thing was finished at length on the upper floor, and Blake turned to go. His plan was simple. He would leave with the rest, and make an excuse to return, when he would gather up the papers, and, if there was time, extinguish the candle.




  "So simple and yet so deadly," he muttered. "Are you coming, Stott?"




  Stott was bending over the pile of "Records" with a smile.




  "It seems to me," he said very sweetly, "that you have forgotten something. Aren't you going to take these papers with you?"




  Blake gasped. For the first time he caught sight of Stott's eyes. He looked towards the trap door, but the Giraffe and Dandy barred the way.




  "Why should I want those papers?" he ventured to say. "I don't—"




  "Why, for your friend, Mrs. Sinclair, of course. I know all about it, you scoundrel. Giraffe, if he tries to move hit him over the head."




  But Blake stood there as if paralysed.
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  Blake stood with his foot almost on the trap door that led to safety with a feeling that he could not move to save his life. A more resolute and courageous man would have made a dash for it. But Blake had no grit of that kind. He knew perfectly well that the three men opposite him were arrant cowards, and that none of them would have dared to tackle him single-handed. United they were dangerous. He could see the snarl on Dandy's face, and the murderous gleam in the eyes of the Giraffe.




  "I don't seem to understand," he stammered.




  "I do, which is more to the purpose," Stott sneered. "You've shot your bolt."




  "Is it a nark?" Dandy asked, huskily.




  "That's what it comes to," Stott explained. "Here he is, as a spy on my movements, to get me into trouble if he can, and to spoil the plans I have been laying for years. And if he hurts me, he hurts you. See?"




  The others saw right enough. If this spy were allowed to escape, they were in danger. Under such circumstances they had little scruple as to the taking of human life. They had very little feeling on the matter. Blake was a spy, and as such a danger in the path. They did not know that Stott had deliberately lured the unhappy Blake on to this, or that he was using them as a means of destroying Blake altogether. So long as the man lived he was a constant menace to Stott. Therefore he must die. And Blake knew it, too, and his heart turned to water within him.




  "You have no right," he began, "to assume—"




  "I'm assuming nothing," Stott snarled. "You haven't forgiven me for the way I made use of you in England a while ago; and so you joined forces with the very clever lady who is in New York just now. You didn't come here by the Empire City, you came on the Campanella, with Mrs. Sinclair. You thought you had utterly deceived me, but I smiled in your face and you never understood. I know perfectly well what you came here to-night for. But you are not going to get it—you are not going to get anything more. No cause for fear, boys—he's quite alone here."




  "Body of a strange individual found in the ruins," Dandy grinned.




  "Not recognisable. Supposed to be the cause of the fire," the Giraffe supplemented.




  Stott smiled as he lighted a cigarette. Blake could have called aloud for mercy—he could have grovelled for it had he not known how useless the plea would be. He looked helplessly around the room for some avenue of escape. Evidently the room had been used at one time for damping paper for printing purposes, for in one corner was a permanent flat zinc bath or sink with a tap over it. The floor was packed with cases of type and frames and the like, a "Platen" machine peeped out from a mass of books and papers.




  There was no avenue for escape anywhere. It was pretty evident what the friends meant to do. They would imprison Blake there, close the trap-door, and leave him to roast alive. Nobody could possibly hear his cries, and when his charred remains were found they would be regarded as the remains of an incendiary.




  Blake stood there almost suffocated by his bursting, drumming heart, and wet from head to foot with the perspiration that poured off him. He knew that he was doomed, he knew that nothing less than a miracle could save him. The place was silent as the grave. He knew that no cry of his could possibly penetrate those walls.




  He was none the less alarmed because his enemies showed no trace of passion. They did not appear to be in the least angry with him. He had to be removed, and he would be removed without heat or prejudice. Stott stood opposite him, grinning amiably.




  "How long will the candle burn?" he asked. The "fire bugs" answered that it would be a matter of ten minutes before there was any danger. From a dark corner Stott produced a large bottle of champagne.




  "My work is practically finished," he said. "I feel that I can let myself go now. The day after to-morrow, my dear Blake, I shall be on my way back to England again. My satisfaction will be mitigated by the thought that I shall never set eyes on you again. Therefore I am going to ask you to divide this bottle of champagne with me."




  He cut the wire, and presently the amber liquid bubbled and flowed into two glasses. Blake shook his head. He was not going to drink. He would die first.




  "Never neglect a chance of pulling yourself together," Stott sneered. "The wine will give you courage. And where there is no despair there is always hope."




  "I never thought of that," said Blake. "Give me the glass."




  He tilted the champagne down his parched throat and his heart rose a little.




  "The trap-door is strong and the lock new," Stott smiled. "Still you may have a bit of luck. I am acting as a sportsman in giving you a chance. I might have tied you up—"




  "No, you don't," Dandy said hoarsely. "That game's too dangerous in case things go wrong. And it strikes me that we'd better be moving."




  "Nothing will go wrong," Stott cried. "You are too fine an artist for that. At the same time we had better be moving. Good-bye, Blake."




  They were gone, the trap was lowered and the key turned before Blake realised that he was alone. He let off a yell that rang back muffled in his own ears. Under ordinary circumstances he would have grovelled on the floor and given up the struggle. But the champagne so ironically offered by Stott had not been entirely without effect.




  Blake set his teeth tightly together. He would make one effort for freedom and revenge. He turned up the lamp that Stott had so thoughtfully provided. Once beyond that zone of dreaded fire and Stott's career would be at an end. Blake could see it all clearly before his eyes now. He thought of his employer and then of his presence here to-night. Almost mechanically he gathered up those fatal copies of the "Record" and folded them tightly together. He laid them in the zinc bath and proceeded to lay other papers over them. Then he turned the tap and flooded the sink with water. He would try and preserve those records because he knew that in some way they affected the plans that Stott had laid for his purpose.




  The water gushed from the tap freely. A brilliant idea came to Blake. Why not let the sink run over and flood the room below? He cursed himself for a fool, inasmuch as he had not thought of it before. It might be too late. Round went the tap, and presently the floor was moist with water. But it looked like being a long and tedious business, and meanwhile that fateful piece of candle must be perilously near to the saturated hay.




  If there was any way of forcing the trap-door, if it was possible to procure a weapon! But the hinges of the trap were screwed down firmly in the floor. A screwdriver would have done the business in two minutes; but there was no screwdriver handy. Blake's eyes roved wildly round him, till they fell upon the empty champagne bottle.




  An instant later and the bottle was broken in half a dozen pieces. One at least of the big pieces had a sharp cutting edge. Blake twisted his handkerchief round the upper part and immediately fell to work to cut away the boards round the hinges. The champagne had given him courage; the bottle seemed like a tool to cut a way to freedom.




  Meanwhile the water was finding its way through the boards to the room below. It could not have been more than two minutes since Stott and company had gone, and Blake calculated that another five minutes must elapse before the conflagration commenced. Once this started, he knew that there was little hope for him. His journalistic experiences in America had taught him something of the methods of the "fire bugs," and how wonderfully effective they were. Once the blaze started it would go like wildfire.




  Blake worked away till his arm ached and the sweat blinded him. The sharp glass scored the floor boards and divided under the sides of the hinges. Using the corner of an iron "forme" for a lever, one set of hinges was wrenched away, and with a hoarse cry of triumph, Blake could see into the room below. The candle still burnt steadily, but it seemed to be near, perilously near, to the hayband now. With a sudden spasm of fear upon him Blake jumped upon the trap-door like a madman. It gave a little on one side, now, seeing that a hinge was released, but it held firmly all the same. A little stream of water trickled down into the room below. If it would only put the candle out!




  With a yell, inspiration came to Blake. He darted to the sink, where the saturated papers were, and raised them streaming and flopping in his arm. He pressed the trap down as far to one side as possible, and let the whole mass drop into the room below. There was a slight hiss, a dull soaking flop, and the cellar became as dark as Erebus.




  Blake rose to his feet, and danced about like a madman. He was saved—his own fertility of resource had saved him. With bitter irony Stott had given him the champagne, and that champagne had saved the situation. All the elaborate arrangement of petroleum and tubs and soaked haybands was no more dangerous now than a barrel of gunpowder at the bottom of the Atlantic.




  For a little time Blake was beside himself with joy. He shouted and laughed and wept, full of the delight of life and and the pleasing knowledge that he was going to take a great revenge. Then it gradually came back to him that danger was not entirely averted. Stott and his friends would not go away comfortably to bed till they actually knew that their work was accomplished. And if there was no alarm of fire and no engines came screaming wildly down the street they would feel that in some way or other their efforts had miscarried.




  Then they would come creeping cautiously back to know the reason why. The mere thought of this set Blake headlong to work again. He felt like a man endowed with new strength. With his improvised tool he slaved at his remaining hinge until he could get his lever to work again. There was a ripping of wood and a rending of steel, and the trap gave at length.




  Taking the lamp cautiously in his hand, Blake dropped into the room below. He lifted the mass of papers from the candle, and shuddered to see that it had burned down till it was not much thicker than a shilling. Another minute and it would have been too late; once those bands had caught fire nothing in the world could have saved him. There would have been a dense volume of suffocating smoke and then a sheet of flame.




  "But I'd better not think of that," Blake muttered. "I'll just pick out those half-score papers in the centre that seem to be dry, and then for the street."




  There were quite a score of "Records" in the pile that were no more than damp at the edges. Blake folded them up tightly, and tried the door. It was locked on the outside. But after what he had gone through the knowledge did not discourage him. Stott and Company would be back presently. What he wanted was a weapon. He found it upstairs—a heavy, slanting wedge of iron used to tighten and lock up the type when in the "chase," and with this in his hand he sat down doggedly by the door and waited.




  His patience was not unduly tried. A little while later and there were whispers outside, excited eager whispers, and a deep oath or two. A chuckle of satisfaction followed as the miscreants discovered that the door of the cellar was intact.




  "The bird has not flown," said Stott. "Depend upon it, he's quite safe. Perhaps a draught put the candle out."




  "Perhaps," the Giraffe said, hoarsely. "We'll make sure this time. Where's the key?"




  Blake pulled himself together. In one hand he held the precious papers, the other gripped the weapon with nervous force. The door fell back, and the three conspirators tumbled in. Blake was striding out as a match flared blue and unsteady. With a cry, Dandy rushed for him.




  Down came the iron wedge with crushing force on Dandy's head, and he fell like a stone. The Giraffe hung back for a moment, but Blake gave him no time. Once more the weapon descended, hitting the Giraffe on the arm, and breaking it just above the wrist. With a hysterical cry, Stott darted forward, something gleamed in his hand, and a moment later Blake felt the warm blood gushing from his side.




  It was no time to ascertain the damage. Thrusting Stott on one side, Blake made for the street, calling aloud for the police as he did so. Stott followed for a little way until somebody in uniform hove in sight. And Stott was not lacking in audacity now.




  "Arrest that man," he cried. "He has tried to murder me!"




  "Arrest us both," Blake gasped. "See here, the little ruffian stabbed me, and I'm all over blood. Look here, officer. Take care of these papers; freeze to them and there's a hundred dollars for you to start with—and more to follow. Whatever you do don't lose sight of me, and don't lose sight of those papers. Now arrest us both."




  Stott sheered off. His face was white and set, and there was murder in his eye. He quickened his pace as the policeman's whistle rang shrill and clear, and another man in uniform came up.




  "Here," the first officer growled. "I've got a handful. Man been stabbed. You follow that little devil who's hurrying down the street, and arrest him on a charge of attempted murder. Never mind me, I shall manage to get the chap along. Step it, boss."




  Blake staggered along feebly. He was feeling spent and done.




  "Whatever happens, freeze to the papers," he groaned.




  "All right, sonny, I'll take care of the calico. You lean on me, and we will get there in time. But I ain't over sanguine as to that century spot you promised me."




  Blake contrived to draw a card from his pocket.




  "Send for the lady at this address to-morrow," he said. "And she will tell you. Take care—"




  "Ullo!" the officer cried. "Case for the ambulance here. The poor chap's fainted!"
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  Dr. Burlinson was slightly at fault in his suggestion that Stott had called in the aid of Clarkson over his perfect impersonation of Dr. Ruby. Lance, on the other hand, felt pretty sure that such was not the case.




  "I don't fancy you are right there," he said, thoughtfully, as he and Burlinson discussed the matter over a post-prandial cigar. "Stott's amazing cunning would keep him from Clarkson's. You see, everybody knows of that famous establishment, and if anything leaked out by accident it would be the first place the police would go to. And a high-class firm like Clarkson's would give the police every assistance. We must look further afield."




  "On the contrary, the enormous business transacted by the firm in question would be Stott's safeguard," Burlinson said. "At least, that's how I should argue it."




  "Quite in the approved analytical way," Lance laughed. "Well, with my knowledge of the stage and the profession generally to help us, I shall be able to solve that point. I'll go to town to-morrow, and make the necessary inquiries."




  Lance proved right in his contention. The big theatrical house could find no record of any transaction with Stott directly or indirectly. Of course, they recollected the name as that of a good customer at one time.




  "You do a great deal outside the profession?" Lance suggested.




  "Oh, yes," was the reply. "Of course, we have to be careful. And anything in the nature of a suspicious case is politely but firmly declined."




  "And you have sent nothing down my way, I suppose?"




  "Nothing at all. The only sort of set out anything like yours lately has been supplied to well-known actors. The disguise you are looking for never came from us."




  Lance was satisfied that such was the case. Moreover, he was surprised and by no means pleased to hear that Clarkson had scores of rivals in the field—small firms for the most part, but small or large they all tended to the difficulty of the search.




  At any of these Stott might have procured the disguise. In all probability it would take weeks to go round them. And whatever Stott might have procured from them, it was pretty certain that he had transacted no business in his own name. The usual method, as Lance ascertained, was to pay a deposit and to clear the balance when the costumes were returned to the firm. It looked like a long job.




  "Long or short, it's got to be done," Burlinson said. "If once we can prove this, we shall hang Stott to a dead certainty."




  "I've no particular desire to hang the fellow," Lance responded. "My great object is to clear my good name. And if Ruby's double was not Stott after all—"




  "Nonsense. There is not the slightest doubt about it. What we want to find out now is where Stott had his letters sent. There are always places in every town where letters are taken in at a charge of a penny each, and I don't suppose Swanley is different to other towns. Now do you happen to know what favorite haunts Stott had in Swanley?"




  "I don't," Lance said, thoughtfully, "but perhaps Lapthorne does. Lapthorne is one of the grooms, you know. He was generally picked out by Stott as his usual driver when he went anywhere. I never could quite understand why, because Lapthorne is a particularly dull lad. Perhaps, after all, Stott selected him because he was dull."




  "That's it," Burlinson exclaimed. "Let's have Lapthorne in here."




  The young groom came at length, nervous and hesitating, and wondering what crime he had committed. The mere fact that he had to give information to his superiors added to his confusion. So far as he recollected he had never been with Stott anywhere; he was not prepared to affirm that such an individual as Stott existed. It was all just as Sir Lancelot wished.




  "What a witness for a smart counsel to handle," Burlinson muttered. "The man could be made to say anything. I am afraid he hardly understands our vernacular, Massey. Look here, Lapthorne."




  "Please sir, I am looking there, sir," said the wretched groom.




  "Good. Now listen to me. How many public-houses are there in Swanley?"




  Lapthorne brightened visibly. He was getting on familiar ground now. There were twenty-seven "publics" in Swanley, not counting the two hotels.




  "And how many of them have you been in with Mr. Stott?" the doctor asked.




  "All of them, sir," Lapthorne replied, promptly, and proud of his information; "more than once."




  Lance lay back in his chair and laughed aloud at Burlinson's discomfited face. But Burlinson was not going to be baffled now that he had got on the trail. There was one favorite hotel that Stott frequented much, a house called "The Black Cat," where he did certain betting business.




  "With a local man?" Burlinson asked eagerly.




  "No," Lapthorne replied, "with somebody at a distance. You see, the landlord of the 'Cat' used to be in a stable at Newmarket, and he knew a deal about racing. Mr. Stott's letters and telegrams went to the 'Cat.'"




  The doctor smiled sweetly at his companion. "All in his own name?" he asked. "Oh, no, sir. Mr.—Mr.—what did he call himself?—I have fetched lots of letters for him. I remember—it was Mr. Masters that he called himself."




  Burlinson intimated that he had no further need of Lapthorne's services, and the latter retired gratefully and perspiringly. The doctor was more than satisfied.




  "So far so good," he said. "Wonderful what a lot of information you can get if you only go the right way about it. Our man got his disguise in the name of Masters, and the things were sent to him from somewhere to the 'Black Cat,' Swanley. We'll go into Swanley the first thing in the morning, and visit the public-house. It is hardly possible that the landlord of the place can be ignorant of Stott's real identity. An eccentric individual like Stott in a small place like Swanley could never conceal his real identity for long. It's long odds that everybody yonder knows what Stott is, and where he lives. So we'll go to this place and calmly ask for any letters, etc., belonging to Mr. Stott, alias Masters, as he is away from home, and desires them to be forwarded."




  Everything fell out exactly as Burlinson had predicted. The landlord of the "Black Cat" recognised Lance, and greeted him respectfully. He was quite candid over the fact that he had several communications for Mr. Masters, who had not been near him lately, nor did he make the slightest objection to parting with the letters. If any more letters came he would send them to Broadwater.




  Lance put the packages in his pocket, and drove with them to Burlinson's house. Most of the letters appeared to have no connection with the case, but there was one of them in a long blue envelope, with an embossed red stamp on the back. Lance thrilled as he read the legend. "Morse et Cie, Theatrical Costumier, 118 Wellington-street, Covent Garden, London, W.C."




  "Got it!" Burlinson cried, excitedly. "We've run the fox to earth, for any money. That letter will tell us all about the costume. No, don't open it; don't run any unnecessary risks. The case is ripe now to be handed over to Lawrence, and he shall take the responsibility of reading that letter. Let me go over and inform him of our recent discoveries."




  Inspector Lawrence listened to the interesting story with flattering attention. So far as he could judge there were no flaws in Burlinson's deductions. The whole thing seemed to fit in beautifully, from the finding of the cork down to the tell-tale tobacco stains on Stott's fingers.




  "You are teaching me my own business," he said.




  "Not at all," Burlinson replied. "My discovery of the spilt chloroform and the cork gave me a clue that the blindest could not avoid following. And now you know all about Dr. Ruby and the rest of it. You have heard our theory, and if you will be so good as to open that letter we are pretty sure that you will find it confirmed."




  Lawrence opened the letter, and read aloud:—




  Dear Sir,—We are greatly obliged by your cheque, valued £6 14s 9d. being the amount of account duly enclosed and receipted, and we are glad to hear that the costume was so greatly admired by your audience and friends.


  





  At the same time we beg to call your attention to the fact that we are not yet in receipt of our goods, in accordance with the terms that they are to be returned within three days if not otherwise specified.




  We shall be glad to receive same, and beg to remain,




  Yours respectfully,




  MORSE ET CIE.




  The inspector's eyes gleamed. Here was indeed a find. It was pretty evident that Stott had forgotten to return the goods, and that the damning evidence was lying about somewhere.




  "He couldn't have sent them from Broadwater," Lawrence mused. "That would have been too dangerous. The parcel was sent to the 'Black Cat,' and doubtless should have been returned in due course. I shouldn't mind hazarding an opinion that the parcel is there still."




  "I'll go and see," Lance volunteered. "We shall soon know."




  He came back presently with a large brown paper parcel under his arm. Once this was opened, what appeared to be a complete suit of Dr. Ruby's clothes stood confessed, even down to the old-fashioned latched shoes and frilled shirt. Every garment bore the name of Morse et Cie.




  "I think you had better leave the rest to me," Lawrence said, excitedly. "It will take me all my time to get everything in trim for the adjourned inquest next Thursday. Look at the new witnesses I have to see and examine. But when Thursday does come there will be plenty of sensation for the public."




  "I'm quite content to hand over the business to you," said Lance.




  Thursday brought fresh hurt to the burdened soul of Long, for there was a greater scramble to hear the proceedings than ever. In a small place like Swanley it was impossible to keep matters secret, especially as so many people there had been exalted into high places. The landlord of the "Black Cat" had told his customers all he knew, and perhaps a little more, the chemist's assistant and errand boy were eagerly sought for, and even Lapthorne was confused with questions until he had not the faintest idea what had happened. A little dapper man with a waxed moustache had arrived in Swanley the night before, and was confidently believed to be the representative of the firm of Morse et Cie, down to give evidence at the inquest.




  The big room was packed as Burlinson rose to give his evidence. He proved beyond question that Sir George Massey was dead before the razor touched his throat, and then he went on to speak of the discovery of the spilt chloroform and the finding of the cork. By production of the MS. play, and the fitting into it of the supposed suicide's letter, the theory of self-destruction was swept to the winds. As Lance turned away after giving his evidence he could plainly see that he had restored himself in the eyes of his neighbors.




  Noakes, the chemist, followed, and after him Dr. Ruby, to refute the evidence of the chemist's assistant as to his alleged purchase of the chloroform. The audience were a little bewildered at this point, but the clear-headed ones began to see their way.




  "What do you propose to prove, inspector?" asked the coroner.




  The packed audience strained their ears to listen.




  "We have already proved death by chloroform, sir," Lawrence replied. "We have proved that that bottle of chloroform came from Mr. Noake's shop, and it has been proved, on the evidence of Dr. Ruby, that somebody personated him to obtain that drug. That individual, who was known as Mr. Masters, procured his disguise from Messrs. Morse et Cie, of Covent Garden, and a representative of the firm will testify that they made up the disguise from a photograph of Dr. Ruby, supplied by Masters, and accompanied by a letter. The landlord of the 'Black Cat' will tell you what he knows of this Masters, who used his house, and what his real name is. It will be proved that 'Masters' had a separate banking account here for racing purposes, and that he drew a cheque on that account for the purpose of paying Morse et Cie."




  The perspiring audience gasped. They were evidently going to have quite as much sensation as rumor had promised them. They followed every witness with rapt attention, none the less rapt because the key of the mystery had not yet presented itself to them. But long before the landlord of the "Black Cat" had given his evidence it was a foregone conclusion that this "Masters" was the man who had murdered Sir George Massey. Every word of the evidence was rapidly scored down by the reporters with an eye for "lineage," seeing that every daily paper in the kingdom would take all they could get of the Broadwater Mystery. The evidence was pretty well complete at last. The landlord of the now famous "Black Cat" deposed to all he knew about Masters. Yes, he knew that that was not his real name.




  "Will you tell me what his real name was?" the coroner asked.




  "Yes, sir," came the clear reply. "His real name was Malcolm Stott."




  A loud cry followed this confession, which, however, was more than half-expected by some of the audience. And Stott was perfectly well known to most of them. A dapper clerk from the local bank produced the cheque drawn in favor of Morse et Cie., and deposed to the fact that he knew perfectly well that "Masters" and Malcolm Stott were one and the same.




  There was no more to to be said or done, beyond the coroner's address to the jury, which was short and to the point. They had heard all the remarkable evidence just produced, and they could give their verdict according to that evidence. Without the slightest hesitation they found that Sir George Massey had been murdered by Malcolm Stott, by the use of an overdose of chloroform acting on a weak heart.




  "That ends the matter for the present," said the Coroner. "I have to thank you, gentlemen, for your care and attention. Mr. Inspector, have you any application to make?"




  "Yes, sir," he said. "On the finding of the jury I will ask you to issue your warrant for the arrest of Malcolm Stott for the murder of Sir George Massey."




  XXVI — A GREAT DISCOVERY
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  Stott struck into the heart of the night with a terror of the darkness. For the moment at any rate there was no fight left in him—so hopelessly beaten was he that he could not feel the faintest pulse of passion. He would have abandoned the whole of his fair fortunes for one glass of brandy. But not so close—it was too dangerous.




  His knowledge of New York was perfect. He recollected that near by was a night saloon, where the proprietor stood on good terms with the police. The place was practically deserted, but that was all the better. Stott wanted to think.




  He tossed one glass of brandy down his throat and proceeded to ruminate upon another. All the salt seemed to have gone out of life; even tobacco had lost its flavor. For the more Stott thought over matters the blacker and darker they looked.




  His intention had been to kill Blake. He had deliberately lured him into that little scheme with the "fire bugs" with the intention of getting a dangerous enemy out of the way. Instead of that, Blake had escaped with evidence of most vital importance to Mrs. Sinclair. And as soon as ever Blake was in a position to speak, he would make matters warm for his quondam ally.




  But Blake had looked very like death as the policemen held him up. Perhaps, after all, those two stabs would be fatal. Stott hoped so.




  But he could not see any way of keeping the newspapers out of Mrs. Sinclair's possession. Once she had them, the whole fabric would collapse about Stott's ears.




  He went to bed a little later, and tossed about restlessly all night. Early the next morning he was outside Mrs. Sinclair's hotel. But the spot seemed to be too dangerous. Two of New York's most famous detectives were hanging about there. Stott's heart beat a little faster, and a touch of the old pain racked him.




  Evidently it was not good enough to stay here. It might be possible to glean some kind of information down in the Bowery saloon. But the proprietor drove him out with curses and an intimation that if he valued his hide he had better keep clear of the place in future. Detectives had been present looking for Messrs. Giraffe and Dandy, who had apparently vanished into thin air.




  "And don't you come here trying to get us into trouble," the man muttered. "If you do, I'll just sling you out quicker'n you can say rats. I don't know anything about it. Get a move on you, sonny."




  Stott got a move on himself accordingly. All this looked very ugly, and not in the least as if Blake was beyond giving information. Still, it was just possible that the police had found the cellar with all the materials there ready for the fire. In that case they would know at once that the "fire bugs" had been at work, hence their solicitude on behalf of Dandy and Giraffe. There was comfort to be derived from this theory.




  Stott breakfasted in a slightly easier frame of mind. He was almost cheerful as he lighted one of his eternal cigarettes. The "Herald" and the "Sun" lay on the table before him. He took them up eagerly. Why had he not thought of this before. The late editions of those enterprising journals were pretty certain to have something of the fracas.




  He found it at length, but there was nothing reassuring. There was a pithy half-column headed flambuoyantly as to the "fire bugs" and giving a description of the police discovery of the cellar, with all its elaborately laid conflagration scheme. But this was not the worst. A man had been stabbed by the miscreants, and that man was in a bad way. Subsequently he had rallied a little, and made a statement to the police, concerning which statement the police were silent. Ere long they expected to have all the principals in custody, if Martin Blake's information was correct.




  Martin Blake! The mere mention of the name sent a thrill down Stott's spine. Beyond question his old ally had made a statement, or how else had the police got his name correctly? He devoutly hoped that Mrs. Sinclair had not seen the paragraph.




  But she had. It was the first thing that caught her eye after breakfast. She passed over the sheet for Lyn to read.




  "But how does it concern us?" Lyn asked.




  "Deeply, my child. Stott had made arrangements to burn down the 'Record' buildings so as to destroy all the evidence we are looking for. He drew Blake into the scheme. This was to be Blake's opportunity for getting that evidence. Perhaps Stott discovered that Blake was on our side—at any rate they half-killed the man between them. The fire broke down, and it is therefore fair to assume that the evidence exists still."




  "But how can you make sure, auntie?"




  "By going to see Blake. It says in the 'Herald' that he made a statement last night. If he can talk to the police, he can talk to me. I'm going to find him."




  Mrs. Sinclair did so at length, but she failed to see Blake, for the simple reason that he was not in a fit state to see anyone. He was unconscious, and stood in considerable danger from the wound received the night before.




  "Really in danger?" Mrs. Sinclair asked anxiously.




  "Really," the police inspector replied. "Those big, heavy men always go down so easily. And the patient, to put it mildly, has not been particularly careful of himself. Still, if there is anything that I can possibly do for you—"




  Mrs. Sinclair thought not—only she hoped that every care would be taken of the man. The inspector grimly assured her that in the interests of justice no precautions would be neglected. For the present it looked as if Mrs. Sinclair would have to be satisfied.




  "Do you connect this affair with that attempt at arson?" she said.




  "Certainly we do," the inspector said, significantly. "Besides, our patient made a statement. I am not at liberty to say anything about that statement. Oh, yes; the premises are being carefully watched. It is our duty to see to that."




  Mrs. Sinclair departed easier in her mind. If the premises were carefully watched, Stott was no better off than he was before. Once back in her hotel, Mrs. Sinclair began to ask questions. Could Lyn recollect anything as to the 'Record' containing the account of her father's death?




  "I have a copy of it at Broadwater," Lyn said. "I fancy I know the paper almost by heart. The account was at the top of the sixth column of page 5. It was nearly a column altogether. And the date of the paper was the 17th of July, 1888. On the first column was a report of a criminal trial against some great financial light. Also there was an article on night gambling saloons, and the result of a ward election. Oh, yes, I can see it all—"




  Mrs. Sinclair sighed. Yesterday she had been so near to the solution of the mystery, and to-day it looked as far off as ever. So deeply was she immersed in speculation that a colored waiter, who entered the sitting-room, had to address her twice before he could attract her attention.




  "Well, what is the matter?" she asked, sharply.




  "Gentleman to see you downstairs," the waiter grinned. "Business of importance. Say he must see you at once—hab something to give you."




  "Send him up," Mrs. Sinclair murmured. "Anybody in New York who has anything to give away deserves encouragement. Don't go, Lyn."




  The stranger came up—a stiff-built, cunning-eyed man, with a marked Irish accent. Mrs. Sinclair sized him up at once. He had policeman written large all over him.




  "And what can I do for you?" she asked.




  "Me name's Grady," the intruder commenced. "At any rate if it isn't, Grady'll do as well as any other name. A party named Blake sent me here."




  Mrs. Sinclair nodded.




  "You are in the police, and have something to dispose of," she said. "Don't be afraid. So far as I am concerned you need never be anything but Grady."




  The Irishman smiled more freely, and touched a parcel under his arm.




  "Party name of Blake got himself disliked last night," he said. "When he came up to me some inimy of his had poked two holes in him wid a knife. Blake was carrying what seemed to be a bundle of old newspapers under his arm, and he gives them to me with a kyard. 'I'm done,' says he. 'You take them papers to the address on that kyard, and the lady'll give you a hundred dollars.' Faix, it's meself that's a confiding bhoy, and so I come—risking me position, what's a promising one. And if so be as I shall get them dollars—"




  "Probably," Mrs. Sinclair said, as calmly as possible. "What are the papers?"




  "Nothing more than so many copies of a paper called the 'Record,' all dated July 17, 1888. Now don't go to say as that I'm the victim of a crool fraud."




  Mrs. Sinclair assured the speaker that he was nothing of the kind. Before his dazed eyes she counted out the money to the extent of a hundred dollars, and bade him depart. She then dropped down by the table, trembling in every limb.




  "My dear," she said. "I'm getting old and shaky. I'm absolutely nervous. Would you be so good as to go over that pile of papers, and verify them?"




  She sat down, white and trembling, whilst Lyn went over the papers. They were all perfectly correct, as Lyn could see at a glance. She was likely to remember that issue of the "Record" long after she had forgotten the most entrancing of literature. She could see headlines and advertisement blocks that were as familiar to her as her own name.




  "And so they are all 'en regie?" Mrs. Sinclair asked.




  "Certainly they are, auntie. But I don't see how this helps us."




  "Oh, you will see presently unless I am greatly mistaken. Now open the papers, and lay them out on the floor side by side, folded back so as to display page 5."




  Lyn did so quickly. Mrs. Sinclair was still sitting back in her chair, looking strangely white and agitated. She was coming to the end of her search; she would know in a moment whether she had triumphed or not.




  "I've finished, auntie," Lyn said.




  "Thank you, dear. Now will you please, if it does not distress you too much, read the column that tells of the manner of your father's death."




  Lyn stooped down to comply; then she rubbed her eyes in astonishment. She dropped on her knees and gazed at one paper after another in dazed astonishment.




  "Auntie, Auntie," she cried. "The report isn't here!"




  Mrs. Sinclair rose with a queer unsteady smile on her face. It was a minute before she could trust herself to speak.




  "You mean to say that you can't see the report?" she asked.




  "Indeed, I can't," Lyn exclaimed. "It gave me quite a shock when I found that the report was not there. Where it ought to be is an account of some company meeting."




  "Will you kindly look at the other papers, my dear?"




  Lyn did so, one after the other, shaking her head all the time. She went over the list from end to end, but no sign of the sensational item could she find anywhere.




  "There is no sign to be seen of it anywhere in any of the papers," she said.




  Mrs. Sinclair put up her spectacles and came over and kissed Lyn tenderly. There was no sign of agitation about her now; a gleam of triumph shone in her eyes. She looked like one who had just finished a great and good and lasting labor.




  "What does it all mean?" Lyn asked, wonderingly.




  "It means that the fraud is exposed, my dear," Mrs. Sinclair said. "It means that your father was shot, as Colonel Borrowdaile told us, by a half-maddened speculator, and that your mother died of the shock. If we come to examine any of the New York papers under date July 17, 1888, we shall see the truth set out there. It means that we are in a position to prove beyond a demonstration that there was no madness in your family on either side, and that so far as you are concerned Lance can snap his fingers in Stott's face."




  "But it seems so strange," Lyn cried. "I have at home a copy of the 'Record' of the same date as those lying on the floor, and my paper gives the whole tragedy chapter and verse. And here we can find no trace of it."




  "Where did your copy of the 'Record' come from, Lyn?"




  "It was sent from New York by Stott, of course."




  "Of course. In those days Blake was on the 'Record,' and in those days he was more or less a creature of Stott's. The paper was a small one, printed upon an old-fashioned Wharfdale machine more adapted for book printing than anything else. The staff was small, and usually the whole edition of the paper was out by 10 o'clock in the morning. The type would lie on the machines, and the gas engines could be set going or stopped at leisure by anybody. Now suppose somebody got into the office and set up a column of type describing some item of news or another. And suppose he removed a column of something else. And suppose that—"




  "Mr. Malcolm Stott to see you, Madam."




  Mrs. Sinclair turned round sharply on the waiter, who stood with a card on a salver. There was a queer grim smile on her face. Lyn looked a little frightened.




  "Why does he intrude upon us?" she asked.




  Mrs. Sinclair waved the waiter from the room.




  "Ask the gentleman up," she said grimly. "He could not have come at a more opportune moment."




  XXVII — BROKEN-DOWN
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  It was a bad day for Stott, the worst day he could remember. For a long time past his nerves had been playing him strange tricks, and now they seemed to have deserted him altogether.




  Never before had he been frightened of anything, beyond the horrors conjured up out of his own imagination, but he was afraid now. He no longer trusted his own judgment; he wanted somebody else to rely upon. Hitherto he had regarded everybody he came in contact with as puppets to be used in the scheme of life; now he shrank from the meanest.




  Stott's brain was going now as well as his body, and he knew it. He had played his last card, and utterly failed. He would not have failed like this two years ago. He would not have been so foolish as to draw Blake into the matter. He would have laughed at the fellow, and led him a pretty chase in the wrong direction.




  He would have given a great deal to know whether Mrs. Sinclair had benefited by Blake's marvellous escape. He would have given much to discover what the police had found out. He wanted a few words with his late allies.




  But down in the Bowery he could hear nothing of them. There was the usual crowd of evil faces, men and women, and once Stott witnessed an arrest in the street. He saw the light of battle die out of the man's eyes, and the throng that he called upon turned from him. As he lingered to watch he saw another sight that brought the queer pain to his heart.




  Two policemen were standing talking at a corner. Three men hurried past them presently, nodded, and disappeared down a side-street. Presently from the street came the patter of footsteps, and a man burst pantingly into sight. One of the policemen turned as if casually and extended the toe of his right foot.




  The runner came down with a crash, and like a flash the officers were upon him. A knife flashed in the light, a truncheon came smashing on the fingers holding the knife, there was a howl like that of a mad dog, and the fugitive was secured.




  Stott crept a little closer, with a feeling of apprehension upon him. As the captured man rose to his feet Stott saw that he was the Giraffe. And he knew that Dandy was not far off. Dandy came round the corner in the hands of three men in plain clothes, a swaggering smile on his pale face. He caught Stott's eye and made a sign.




  Stott turned away with a savage oath. What a fool he had been to come here. Had he stayed away all might have been well. Whichever way he went luck seemed to be dead against him. For the sign meant that he had been "spotted" and would be followed; that if he abandoned his allies at this juncture it would be the worse for him.




  He would have to stand by these men now or they would "give him away." He either had to do that or get from New York as soon as possible. But he could not leave New York yet. He would have to put his hand in his pocket and help these men.




  Stott knew exactly where to go. He would have to seek out some low-lying attorney, and place in his hands the money for the defence of his late confederates. There were plenty of such legal lights in the vicinity, and a great many of them were known to Stott by name. Sooner or later his curiosity was going to cost him five hundred dollars. Anyway Dandy and Giraffe must know at once that he was doing the best for them, otherwise they might "give him away," and repent of their hastiness afterwards.




  He found the man he wanted at length—a thin, hatchet-faced individual with a humorous mouth and an exceedingly dirty face. He smelt villainously of stale beer, and he expectorated so freely over his office floor that Stott's sensitive soul was filled with disgust.




  "I guess we've met before," he drawled. "Your name is—?"




  "Walker," Stott replied, with an admixture of irritation and humor. "Excellent name, Walker. Yours at present, I understand, is Saxon. It used to be—"




  "Wall, I guess we'll allow that it used to be Walker—like yours," said Saxon, not in the least annoyed by Stott's insinuation. "What's the trouble?"




  "So far as I am concerned, none. But there are two men who once did me a slight service. It was many years ago, before they fell into bad ways. Therefore I am desirous of doing them a good turn in return for their kindness."




  Saxon took a fresh chew of tobacco, and expectorated with alarming exuberance.




  "Gratitude is a holy thing, sir," he said. "It's rare, sir, like money—and also, like that blessed quality, 'it droppeth as the gentle dew from heaven.' The quotation will be appreciated by you, Mr.—"




  "Walker—let us keep to Walker. I want to help these men."




  "Certainly. It does you credit—which is a pretty thing so long as you don't ask me for it. A poor man like myself cannot afford the higher emotions. Their names?"




  "Locally, the Giraffe and Dandy."




  Saxon took his feet off the table and whistled.




  "Old game," he whispered. "Saw it in the papers this morning. So they were in that bit of a fire last night? I guessed as much. Well, we won't ask any further questions. But it will be a tough job, and the alibi will run into money."




  "I'm not to appear in it at all," Stott said, curtly.




  "Of course not. What do you take me for? It's a risky business, and may cost more than one thinks, but I'll see it clear through for two hundred and fifty."




  "Knock off the two hundred, and it's a bargain," said Stott.




  Mr. Saxon was indignant—he was hurt. Did he not represent a learned profession? What would his colleagues say if they knew he was accepting such fees as that? But for his admiration for the genius of his friend—er—Walker, he should order the latter out of his office, and decline any further intercourse.




  "Say a hundred and have done with it," said Stott, calmly.




  "My dear sir, it's a bargain," Saxon cried. "I'll go and see my clients at once, and contrive to let them know who their friend is. Afterwards, if there is anything I can do for you—"




  "There is something you can do for me," Stott muttered. "Go and see those fellows, and let me know exactly what has come to light. Meanwhile I will remain here. If any of your numerous clients, drop in, I'll detain them till you return."




  Stott counted out ten ten-dollar bills with an air of profound regret, and Saxon stuffed them in his pocket. He clapped a seedy top hat on the side of his head, and swaggered out, leaving Stott to his own miserable reflections.




  It was not good to be alone, but it was still worse to be perambulating the streets. Look which way he would Stott could not see one single bright speck on the horizon. When Saxon returned he welcomed him most effusively.




  "Is it so very bad?" he asked eagerly.




  "The case has assumed an unpleasant aspect," Saxon said with professional gravity. "I fear, I greatly fear, that my esteemed clients are in a bad way. An ill-conditioned ruffian has given them away. And all because one of my clients broke three of his ribs some time ago."




  "Did they tell you all about it?"




  "Well, under the seal of secrecy, yes. And the police seem to have got a clue as to the identity of the man who hired the cellar. Dandy bids me tell you that the police have been at that individual's hotel twice to-day. What's the matter?"




  Stott's face grew pale, and he pressed his hand to his side. Much as his lips trembled, there was a half-humorous smile upon them.




  "I am infinitely obliged to Dandy," he said. "Mr. Saxon, I am going to ask you to so far forget the duty you owe to the dignity of your profession as to fetch me a large bottle of champagne and a pint of brandy. I've been so abstemious lately that at the present time I am literally suffering for a drink."




  Saxon replied that he would do anything in the interests of suffering humanity. Also he incidentally asked where the money was. Stott produced a five-dollar bill that fluttered like a dry leaf in the wind, and Saxon closed upon it. He came back presently with the bottles, and produced two long soda-water glasses from a desk.




  "If I do take a drink it's generally about this time," he said, genially, as he proceeded to divide the contents of the bottle. "A little too much brandy for the amount of champagne, but still—"




  The lawyer himself drank slowly and with enjoyment. Stott raised his own brimming glass, charged with its half-pint of brandy, and poured it down his throat without an effort. Saxon looking on with honest admiration. He appreciated the artistic effort.




  Slowly the blood began to creep back to Stott's face and lips, his hand grew steady, and his eyes cleared. He seemed to have left all the old nervousness behind him.




  "Now, listen to me," he said. "A man was injured in that little affair last night, stabbed. He lies in the Police Hospital, Sixteenth-street. You are to try and see him for me at once if he is in a position to see anybody, and ascertain what he knows. His name is Martin Blake."




  "Used to be a journalist here?"




  "The same man. He can do me a great deal of mischief; in fact, he might have succeeded in so doing already. If he hasn't, then he's amenable to reason. It will be a case of money. Say that if he will consent to be silent for the present and hold on to those papers I'll give him £1000. Pounds, mind—not dollars. And there will be more to come. If Blake has recovered consciousness, you'll be able to check your way into the hospital if any man can."




  Saxon nodded and winked. Whatever others might think, he had every confidence in his own ability.




  "You are going to be handsomely paid for all this," Stott went on. "Meanwhile I fancy that I shall find the air of the Bowery beneficial for a day or two. If you could arrange for me to stay here and have my meals with you—"




  "Consider it done," Saxon cried. "I've an inner room behind this, where I sleep, and you can have a shakedown on the floor. I'll arrange all about the meals and the rest. Thirty dollars a week, all in, will be pretty reasonable, I guess."




  Between his teeth Stott said he thought Saxon was erring on the side of hospitality. The rascal was taking advantage, as Stott would have taken advantage of the other had the positions been reversed.




  "And now you go and do my errand," he said.




  Saxon strolled away jauntily, well pleased with his day's work. Stott sat there moodily smoking one cigarette after another, wondering where it was all going to end. What a time Saxon was! Perhaps something had happened to him. Or perhaps Blake was dead.




  Saxon came at length with a big cigar in his mouth, and evidence upon him that he had been liberally slaking his thirst on the way.




  "Well?" Stott asked impatiently. "Well?"




  "It depends upon how you interpret the word," Saxon said. "On the whole, I was not quite so successful as I had anticipated."




  "Do you mean that you did not see Blake?"




  "Oh, I saw him right enough. He had rallied wonderfully, but was still in a weak state. I was passed in by the doctor as his brother, come post-haste from the sick bed of a distracted wife. Blake knew me directly, and he guessed that I had come from you. The doctor said I was not to excite him, but he did all that part of the business for himself."




  "And you told him of my offer?"




  "Yes; I said you would give him £1000 down and more to follow if he kept his mouth shut and also kept certain papers to himself. But the man wouldn't listen to reason."




  "He declined an offer like that?" Stott groaned.




  "He said it would be all the same if you offered a million," Saxon explained. "He affirmed that he would not trust you so far as he could see you; and that I was to say that Mrs. Sinclair was a lady who could be trusted, and that she had already made the same offer."




  "Go back and say that £2000 in cash will be deposited to-morrow."




  "Go slow, Walker. What's the good? I was particularly to tell you that the papers you are so keen about were placed in Mrs. Sinclair's possession this morning. I've got to go across the street to see a man who's in trouble. Like to see the evening paper?"




  Saxon tossed an early edition of the "Sun" across the table, and strolled out. Stott took up the sheet mechanically, too stunned to realise his position yet. His brain was clear enough, but he felt so sleepy. He turned languidly to the late news. There was a double headline and black type:—




  WHERE IS MALCOLM STOTT?




  What did it mean? Surely those words were genuine, and no trick of the imagination. Stott had not been drinking enough for that yet. He must read the headlines. Here they were:




  A theatrical plot.


  A play in a play.


  The suicide who did not commit suicide.


  Startling story told by the cable from England.


  Malcolm Stott's diabolical scheme.


  Dr. Burlinson and the chloroform.


  The indiarubber cork and the other doctor named Ruby.


  The jury bring in a verdict of wilful murder against Malcolm Stott—who cannot be found.


  Was seen in New York yesterday.


  Where is Malcolm Stott?




  The paper slipped to the floor, and Stott proceeded to light a cigarette with a steady hand. He cursed the American cable heartily. But for that he might have been safe. Now he was likely to be picked up at any moment.




  What was he to do? Where could he go? Was the game really up, or was there a chance yet? His brain was moving very quickly now. He rose and put on his hat, and strode from the house. At any time or place he might be arrested.




  There was just one more card to play.




  "I'll do it," he muttered. "I'll go and see Mrs. Lucy Sinclair."




  XXVIII — THE LAST TRICK
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  Stott strode out into the street feeling more like himself than he had done for some time. He knew perfectly well that he had come to the end of his tether at last. He knew his journey had been in vain. He would have found it difficult to give any reason for his present determination. He expected to get exactly nothing out of Mrs. Sinclair. He only wished now that he had sufficiently respected her great natural abilities before.




  By this time she knew his scheme by heart. By this time, perhaps, she had seen the sensational paragraph in the "Sun," in which case Stott was quite aware that he would not get his interview. He might not get it in any case, seeing that he was likely to be arrested at any moment. There were plenty of police officials in New York who remembered him in the days of his glory.




  He walked along jauntily, smoking his cigarette with the air of a man who has no trouble in the world. He heard his own name on every hand; boys were yelling it in the streets; it stared him in the face from a score of contents bills. Stott was about to become a celebrity for the second time in his life, and in quite a new direction. It is a distinction given to few men.




  He came at length to Mrs. Sinclair's hotel, and sent in his card. He did not know whether to be pleased or otherwise when the colored waiter appeared to escort him upstairs. Evidently Mrs. Sinclair knew nothing as yet of the "Sun" special.




  Stott passed into the room with his best bow. He had not the least idea what he was going to say; he approached a chair.




  "Stand up," Mrs. Sinclair said crisply. "You are not to sit down."




  She was seated herself, Lyn also, with her face in the shadow.




  "I presume I am not worthy," Stott murmured.




  "You have guessed it. You are not fit to sit down with ladies, or with any other honest people for that matter. I would prefer to see our waiter seated opposite us. Why do you bring your vile presence here? Why do you come?"




  Mrs. Sinclair spoke almost sweetly. Nevertheless her words had a sting in them.




  "I wanted to know what you knew," Stott replied.




  He smiled, he bowed, the look on his face was fawning. Yet in a way he was acting a part, the part of an honorable gentleman wrongfully accused. He sidled toward a chair again, and Mrs. Sinclair laid her hand on the bell.




  "If you do," she said, "I shall have you put out."




  Stott murmured that the speaker wronged him. Mrs. Sinclair replied, in the same sweet manner, that in regarding Stott as the vilest criminal that crawled, she came very near to paying him a high compliment. Stott winced at last. Passion, anger, vituperation, all this he had expected, and had been prepared to combat—but the calm contempt, the elaborate assurance of victory maddened him. The sudden rage within him set up the agony of the heart again. He bent double over the table.




  "The pain!" he gasped; "it will kill me sooner or later."




  "Let it be sooner," Mrs. Sinclair replied. "It would be more considerate, and far more respectable, than the end to which you are inevitably designed. Your business, sir?"




  "I came," Stott said with difficulty, "to make terms."




  Mrs. Sinclair smiled and tapped the paper before her significantly. Lyn said nothing. Her face was studiously turned from Stott. Terribly as the man had caused her to suffer, she felt that she could forgive him now. He had hung round her neck a burden that at times she had hardly strength to bear. She had been ashamed of the tragedy, shy of the disgrace, fearful lest any trace of it belonged to her. And now the whole thing was wiped away, and she could rejoice in her husband and grow joyful over the coming child.




  "Well," Mrs. Sinclair repeated, "your business?"




  "In the strict sense of the word, I have none," Stott said. "You have made certain discoveries lately, upon the result of which I congratulate you. But there are other things to learn. On certain conditions I shall be happy to explain those certain things. If I may be permitted to take a chair and light a cigarette—a very mild one—"




  "Certainly not. Stand or go. Indeed, there is no occasion for you to remain. Had I not been interested in your genus, you would have gone long ago. You can tell me nothing."




  "On the contrary, I can tell you a great deal."




  "Mostly fiction. I came over here to prove the falseness of certain statements of yours regarding Miss Verity's parentage and the cause of her parent's death. For your own ends you chose to make Sir George Massey believe that Miss Verity's father died by his own hand—a madman as well as a suicide. In pursuit of your own ends, and caring for nothing else, you cast a blight on a young life more cruel than the grave. Heaven only knows what mental anguish and torture this poor girl must have endured all these years. Bad as it was at first, it became worse when my niece gave her heart to Sir George's successor. And yet you watched all this day by day and month by month without the slightest feeling of remorse. Nay, you traded upon it and you encouraged it. For years you worked for one end. And when Sir George died it seemed at least as if everything had fallen into your hands—until I came on the scene."




  Stott bowed to hide an unsteady smile.




  "I take off my hat to your superior acumen," he said. "Pray, proceed. Let me see if you correctly read all the cards in my hand."




  If he had thought to anger Mrs. Sinclair by his sneer he was mistaken. She listened perfectly unmoved, and with no measure in the quiet contempt of her voice shattered.




  "I read your whole hand from the day of my arrival at Broadwater," she said. "But then I had some knowledge of the way in which you forced your cards before. I had not been to Broadwater for years—seeing that Sir George and I did not get on well together. After his death I was bound to come. Directly I heard of my eccentric relation's will I began to see my way. Before you left America, most distinctly for the good of this great Republic, you had sent certain proofs of Mr. Verity's death to Sir George. On the face of them those proofs were infallible. But then I had lived in New York for a long time, and I knew a great deal about you and your methods. Also I happened to know Colonel Borrowdaile and the way in which you had effected his ruin. Since I have been in New York this time I have discussed the whole matter with that gentleman. Need I proceed?"




  "If you would be so good," Stott murmured. "You are interesting me deeply. The reading of the mind of another is always fascinating; to have one's own mind read correctly is enchanting. And I am likely to have so few pleasures in the future."




  Mrs. Sinclair checked a desire to laugh. She was not blind to the humor of the situation, and the man was really a most magnificent rascal.




  "Then we must hark back a little," she proceeded. "You wanted to discredit my nephew so as to get him helplessly into your hands, and here your cunning and rascality stood you in good stead, as usual. Of course, you had to have a tool for the purpose, and you chose your old one, Martin Blake. You cunningly contrived to let him know all about the suicide's letter which you had managed to get lifted from my nephew's play, feeling quite sure that Blake would see a magnificent opening for blackmail here. He did so, and he came to Broadwater with the familiar black and white interviews in his pocket, one or the other to appear in the 'Mirror' according to the firmness or squeezability of the victim. But you knew how your man would take it, and you judged him correctly. The black interview appeared, your end was gained, and you got rid of Blake effectually."




  Mrs. Sinclair paused for a moment and glanced at Stott. His head was thrown back, there was a rapt smile on his face, he murmured delightfully.




  "Clever," he said, "undeniably clever, but slightly historical."




  "I appreciate your praise," Mrs. Sinclair replied. "A touch of the historic was necessary. It was very unfortunate for your scheme that I knew Martin Blake. I sought him out, and I had no difficulty in opening his eyes to the way you had treated him. After that I had little difficulty in persuading Blake to come to America."




  "On the 'Campanella,'" Stott murmured. "I discovered that on the first day out."




  "Of course you did, or you would never have stolen the 'Aphrodite star' and concealed it in my cabin. But we were too many for you there, and you fell into your own trap. You wanted to detain us here in custody, but we detained you instead. It will be pleasant for you to learn that that delay gave me the desired start and enabled me to defeat you and expose your rascally methods."




  "Call them diplomatic, madam; it sounds so much better."




  "Call them what you please. From the time I started I guessed that you had forged those proofs against Mr. Verity, as you forged them against Colonel Borrowdaile—by means of a paragraph inserted in one copy of a paper only. Therefore I had to find back numbers of the 'Record' of a certain date. You knew perfectly well what I was after, and that is why you came to America. When you heard that Miss Verity had gone away with that American letter, I had a good opportunity of studying your face. For once you looked the truth. Then it became a race as to whether you or I should find those old 'Records' first. As a matter of fact you did. I was not quite certain of it until I found that you meant to burn the place down. Then I put Blake on to you—not being aware that you knew that he was in my pay. You tried to murder him, but you failed. And therefore those precious copies of the 'Record' of the 17th of July, 1888, came into my hands. They are lying on the table there at the present moment. And in not one of them is there one single word touching the death of Mr. Verity or his wife."




  "Quite a fascinating little mystery," Stott murmured.




  "Yes, but disappointing from your point of view. On the face of it those proofs were beyond question. But we know now, what I suspected from the first—that you deceived everybody by having one copy of the 'Record' specially printed for Sir George to see. The artful cunning of the idea was perfect. And yet so easily managed."




  "Not so easily managed," Stott said.




  "Oh, yes, it was. You write a certain report, and you get it set up in type by a jobbing printer in a small way of business. Then this is stereotyped to the width of the 'Record' columns—I need not go into technical details. You get enough knowledge of machinery to start and stop one of the old-fashioned Wharfedale machines upon which the 'Record' used to be printed. You go down to the office very late, when everybody has gone, and find Blake there by appointment. You get rid of Blake for a time, you start the gas engine, after having unlocked the formes and placed your stereo in the place of half a column of removed type. A few turns of the roller and there is your specially cooked copy of the 'Record.' Perhaps I am wrong—perhaps you bribed the machinist or foreman printer; anyway, I have solved your scheme. Who it was who sent the anonymous letter to Sir George we neither know nor care. We have played the game out, and you have lost."




  Just for a moment Stott did not seem to be listening, a kind of mist had come before his eyes; the pain at his heart racked him. When he came to himself again Mrs. Sinclair was regarding him with calm, contemptuous eyes. If she had shown a little triumph Stott had felt less small. But it was the gaze of one who has been assured of victory from the first.




  "There is nothing more I can tell you," she said, "there is nothing more I have to say. We are going home without delay, and you drop out of our lives here to-day. We shall never see you more; you will never pollute the home life of Broadwater again. And there will be no more money for you. All this must be made public, for the sake of those who are near and dear to me. The consequences of that publicity to yourself are likely to be serious. And as I stand here now reading your vile little soul I can see not a trace in your face that you are sorry for what you have done."




  Stott flamed out angrily. He would have given much not to have done it, but the woman had touched him at last. Heedless of the pain at his heart he turned angrily upon her.




  "I am not sorry," he cried. "I am not ashamed. You talk about honest men and women! Bah! There are no honest men and women when they have the chance of fortune without risk of detection. I have known the world for 50 years intimately. I have known what you call honest men—dullards who could not see their opportunity. And they have all died poor or gone under. I have no sorrow for what I have done; I would do it all again. And had I known what you suspected—why, you would not be standing taunting me as you are now."




  He paused, unable to speak for the pain that racked him. In the same calm, unemotional way Mrs. Sinclair rose and rang the ball. Lyn stood looking out of the window. The waiter came at length, and stood waiting for orders.




  "Show that gentleman out," Mrs. Sinclair said. "And clearly understand that he is not to be admitted here again. If he comes, tell the manager he is a well-known rascal and swindler, and a dangerous character to be about a respectable hotel. Now, sir."




  Stott gasped for words that failed him. In the same blind impotent rage he staggered to the lift, and from thence into the street. He did not come fully to himself until he had gone half-way down Fifth-avenue. There a hand touched him on the shoulder. He turned, and faced a grave-looking man in funeral black.




  "Name of Malcolm Stott?" he said, tentatively.




  "Such is fame!" Stott said, with dry lips and fleeting smile. "The widespread recognition is very gratifying to the feelings. What do you want?"




  "Murder!" said the other. "Instruction by cable. Irregular, perhaps, but these are my instructions. For the murder of Sir George Massey. Want a car? Why, certainly."




  XXIX — ESCAPED
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  There was merciful oblivion from the tinkling telephone and raucous newsboys as Mrs. Sinclair crossed the vestibule of her hotel. She had been early astir—early enough to realise the fact that New York does sleep sometimes, and that there are some hours not devoted to the pursuit of the almighty dollar. But the smartness, the alertness, the appalling greediness were coming back now, for it was close upon what the Yankee play fully calls breakfast time.




  Lyn was already down when Mrs. Sinclair reached her room. She looked a little white and disturbed as she glanced up from her paper.




  "I began to be frightened," she said. "We have 'dwelt in the midst of alarms' here to such an extent that when I found your room empty I was uneasy. Auntie, is it really necessary for me to stay here any longer?"




  Mrs. Sinclair kissed the pretty pleading face.




  "You want to get back to Broadwater?" she asked.




  "To Broadwater and to Lance," Lyn confessed, rosily. "If you only knew how I have been hungering after Lance—especially now that the clouds have cleared away. I daresay it sounds very ungrateful and selfish, but—but—"




  "I was young myself once, and know all about it. At any rate, you cannot say that the time has been badly spent. We have cleared your good name, and paved the way for a long and happy life at Broadwater. And we have so arranged it that Stott cannot interfere. And my letters this morning bring me further good news. Pinkerton's people have unearthed the doctor who attended your father after he was shot. He is going to let me have a sworn declaration in due course—not that the thing is necessary, but as you are going to become a grand chatelaine we must consider the feelings of the county. We'll say good-bye to Colonel Borrowdaile this afternoon, and catch the 'Campanella' back on Friday. And yet you don't look happy."




  "I've had a great shock," Lyn murmured. "About poor Sir George. It's all in the 'Sun.'"




  "You don't mean to say that they have arrested the criminal?"




  "Yes I do. Here in New York. Can't you guess, auntie?"




  Mrs. Sinclair removed her glasses, polished them, and replaced them carefully.




  "Then it was Stott after all," she said without surprise.




  "Yes, yes. But how did you guess that? Of course nobody who really knew him could have suspected Lance for a moment. But Stott! And you don't seem to be in the least surprised. I have not got over the horror of it yet."




  "I was prejudiced against the man from the first," Mrs. Sinclair admitted. "But suspicion was nothing—even when I began to see my way to expose Stott's methods as to your parents. To most people there was something bewildering and baffling about the so-called suicide's letter. But when I learnt all about Lance's renovated play, the thing began to grow plain. As a matter of fact Stott was too cunning; he could see the scheme clearly before him, but his brain could not grasp the remoter contingencies. Indeed the mystery to me was that he had a brain at all. Did Dr. Burlinson find him out?"




  "Auntie, I believe you are a wizard!" Lyn cried. "It is all here, columns of it. It reads like a chapter from some sensational romance. And Dr. Burlinson does seem to have been the hero of the play."




  "Burlinson suspected Stott from the first. No, he did not tell me so—I knew it from intuition. Let me have a look at the 'Sun' for myself, then we will have breakfast and go out. After that we will go and see Colonel Borrowdaile and pack our boxes. I have lots of business in New York, but that must keep till I have seen you and Lance comfortably settled at Broadwater."




  "Then you are not going to stay—"




  "Not going to stay anywhere, my dear. Broadwater is a very charming place, and I am very fond of you too, but I couldn't settle down anywhere for long."




  The day is not long enough for the average New Yorker, who has to be content with the same day that the slower Easterner is vouchsafed, but it was all too long for Lyn. She was counting the hours now until she should find herself on the "Campanella" again. And this time she felt she should enjoy the voyage. This time all doubts and troubles would be at rest. She was going back to her own again, with the knowledge that the sky was clear, and that there was no longer a cloud on her fair name.




  Meanwhile Mrs. Sinclair was busy enough. A long and costly cablegram had been dispatched to Lance, telling him of the brilliant success of the expedition. Then she was free at length to turn her attention to Blake.




  The latter was recovering rapidly from his wounds. In a day or two he would be free once more. He had the promised reward paid over to him by Mrs. Sinclair, and announced himself ready to go through a score of similar adventures at the same price.




  "You had better stay where you are," Mrs. Sinclair suggested. "Fortunately for all parties concerned, London is no place for you at present."




  "I am going to turn respectable," Blake said.




  "Never!" Mrs. Sinclair replied, emphatically. "You couldn't do it. You would succumb to the strain in a month. And one thing pray bear in mind—when once that money is gone don't write to me for more. I have paid you handsomely, and I have done with you. So far as you and I are concerned this is the end. Our diplomatic relations are broken off."




  With a cool little nod Mrs. Sinclair left the hospital and Blake for all time. She flattered herself that she knew an ingrained blackguard when she saw him, and she entertained no sanguine hopes of Blake's reformation. The next day she and Lyn joined the "Campanella."




  Like an experienced traveller she shook down into her place at once. She had settled in her cabin long before the majority of the passengers had all their traps aboard. From a comfortable deck chair she was studying the bustle of humanity about her.




  "We are going to enjoy ourselves this voyage," she said. "We have nothing on our minds, we have brought our business to a satisfactory conclusion, we have earned the reward of our labor. My dear, you are at liberty to talk about Lance, and Broadwater, as much as you like; but I decline to hear a word as to Blake and Stott et hoc, therefore—"




  She paused and put up her glasses. A jauntily dressed little man, with an uneasy smirk, was crossing the gangway with a great grim-faced man on either side of him. A crowd of passengers stood back and regarded the little man open-mouthed.




  "Stott!" Lyn gasped faintly. "What is he doing here?"




  But Mrs. Sinclair had bustled away to see. Presently she returned with a frown on her usually placid features. She dropped angrily into a chair.




  "Most annoying!" she exclaimed. "We shall be more or less mobbed all the way across when the passengers discover our identity. Those two men are Inspectors Miles and Crompton, of the Metropolitan Police. They came over here to bring the Columbia Bank forgers. I have had a little chat with Miles. It appears that Stott pleaded guilty to the charge yesterday, and asked to be sent to England. As Miles and Crompton were returning home, the prisoner was given into their charge."




  "We shall have to make the best of it," Lyn groaned.




  "Of course we shall. I have asked Inspector Miles as a favor to keep Stott as close as possible, and he has promised to do so. Did you see the little scoundrel bow to me? He might have been a courtier and I some grand lady."




  And so it fell out pretty well as Mrs. Sinclair had prophesied. They were fairly mobbed by the other passengers for a day or two, until some new sensation came along. Of Stott they saw nothing—or heard nothing, beyond the fact that he was in indifferent health. The ship's doctor went so far as to say that he would never see his trial.




  It was on the fourth day out that that functionary approached Mrs. Sinclair. She was reclining in a deep deck chair intent upon a novel.




  "I am sorry to trouble you, Mrs. Sinclair," he said, "but I come from Stott. He says that he is anxious to see you."




  "The anxiety is all on one side, Dr. Powell," Mrs. Sinclair said, freezingly.




  "So I intimated to Stott," Powell replied. "But the wishes of a dying man.... And perhaps he has a confession to make. And he seemed very anxious to see you."




  "Are you quite sure that he is a dying man?"




  "Quite. The man's heart has evidently been hopelessly affected for years. It is a marvel to me that a man who has drunk so heavily has lasted so long. Stott has had two queer heart seizures to-day, and when the next comes it will finish him. It may come at any moment."




  "And does your patient know this?"




  "Oh, yes. It has caused him a great deal of cynical amusement. He is a fearful physical coward, and yet he is not afraid to die. He is amused at the fuss and attention that is made over him when he is going to die before we reach Queenstown."




  "Dr. Powell," said Mrs. Sinclair, sharply, "I'll come and see your patient now."




  Cool and collected as she was, Lucy Sinclair was somewhat shocked to see the change that a few days had wrought in Malcolm Stott. His red face had turned to a peculiar ghastly ground-rice hue, his lips were like faded leaves, he appeared to breathe with difficulty, and his voice was low. The twitching of the muscles indicated the presence of constant pain. But he was smoking the eternal cigarette, and had forced a smile to his lips.




  "You will not regret coming to me," he said. He made an attempt at gallantry, but the smile had faded from his dry lips. "Doctor, you will please remain. My very attentive friends may leave me. I am going to escape them; I am going to a country where there is no extradition treaty."




  "I wouldn't waste words," the doctor said, significantly.




  "I am obliged for the hint. I brought you here, madam, to listen to a confession. The man who makes this confession is the murderer of Sir George Massey."




  "I am quite aware of that," Mrs. Sinclair murmured.




  "Yes, I know. You suspected me from the first. I have seen it in your face more than once. I killed Sir George Massey because I was afraid of being found out. I am a queer kind of coward. I am not in the least afraid of dying, but I was morbidly afraid of poverty. And an enemy of mine was writing anonymous letters to Sir George, calling his attention to my scheme over Miss Verity and her father."




  Stott paused and moistened his lips.




  "Sooner or later my vigilance would have escaped, and Sir George would have discovered the truth. He was very near it more than once. If he had done so I should have been kicked out of Broadwater to starve. You know what my plan was—you and I had it over together a day or two ago. Everything was in perfect train, and once Sir George was out of the way the Broadwater estates seemed as good as in my pocket.




  "Therefore I decided that Sir George must go. But how? I thought that out carefully, and I managed to get that suicide letter written as part of Sir George's play! What a play! But no matter, seeing that it suited my purpose so well. Here was I with evidence in my possession that Sir George had committed suicide, and I only had to kill him. Nobody would suspect.




  "How should I kill him? I was too great a coward for that. Still it had to be done. I thought and thought over that until the idea of chloroform came into my mind. The chloroform had to be obtained first. I elaborated a scheme for that. I personated Dr. Ruby, whom I had seen once or twice, and whose habits I had studied, and so I got the drug.




  "My idea was to drug my man and cut his throat after. I brought myself to it at last. I stood behind him with the bottle and the handkerchief in my hand, and at the same moment he turned. In my agitation I slopped half the bottle over and lost the cork—the cork which was so fatal to me. But Sir George was not suspecting anything. He bent over the table again, and I gagged him. He gave a kind at a choking sigh, and his head fell forward. I was amazed at the swiftness of the chloroform. I did not know that I had killed Sir George.... I am rather hazy in my mind as to what happened afterwards. I suppose I used that razor. I laid my suicide letter on the table, and crept out of the room with the remains of the chloroform in my hand. As to the cork, I had forgotten all about it. And now you know everything...... I am very tired."




  He lay back for a moment with his hand to his side. The blue tinge deepened on his cheeks. Just for a second it looked as if he had gone. Then the watery eyes opened again.




  "You have expressed no regret," Mrs. Sinclair suggested.




  "Neither do I feel any," Stott replied. "I am dying now. My death has been accelerated by the exciting events of the last few days, acting on a very weak heart. But I have no regret. If I had succeeded and lived I should have been rich. If I had failed and lived I should have been a half-starved wanderer on the face of the earth—I, Malcolm Stott, who had been feted and flattered like a prince in my time! If I had only left that accursed brandy alone! That and that only is the only regret that haunts me now. I should have been rich and honored and respected. As it is I am dying... 'Tis not so deep as a well or as wide as a church door, but 'tis enough.' ... What was I saying? The play is finished—the audience have gone home. The stage waits—the stage waits for Malcolm Stott. Ladies and gentlemen, the piece is withdrawn in consequence of the unavoidable absence of the chief performer."




  The words died, as a broken harp string fades into nothingness.




  Powell drew back from the bed, after looking into the white face.




  "He is dead," he said, "Mrs. Sinclair, he has escaped them after all."




  "Not escaped," Lucy Sinclair whispered. "There is a greater tribunal before him yet."




  XXX — "MARRIED AND A'"




  

    Table of Contents

  




  It was but natural that Lance should be anxious to know how recent disclosures affected his future prospects. Beyond the shadow of a doubt Malcolm Stott would suffer the extreme penalty of the law. To all practical purposes he was a dead man. Could he make such testamentary dispositions as would keep the fetters still bound?




  It was a time of great anxiety for Lance. He knew nothing of the startling events on the other side of the Atlantic. It had never occurred to him that it was possible to purge the fair name of Lyn's parents, and thus defy Stott to do his worst. And if Stott perished, what then? It was not to be supposed that Stott had thought of making a will. He would care nothing for those who came after him. So long as his scheme resulted in his own advantage he would not trouble. He had no relatives to care or cater for.




  There was a deal of horror and excitement amongst the servants at Broadwater. But at the back of all this was the grim satisfaction of knowing that Stott was done with.




  "To think that I should have soiled my hands by carrying that scoundrel to bed!" Long said. "That I should have had to wait upon him like a gentleman, and call him 'sir,' and all the rest of it. And him not fit company for the wild beasts."




  "Do you suppose they'll let us see him hung?" the coachman asked, hopefully.




  So there was rejoicing in a grim sort of way in the servants'-hall, whilst care hung over the drawing-room. The first moment Lance had to spare he ordered round the dogcart, and drove into Swanley. It was market day, and the little town was crowded. The corn exchange square was full of farmers and the like. As the dogcart slackened, a big burly yeoman came out of the crowd and extended his hand.




  "Good luck to you, Sir Lancelot," he cried. "There isn't one of us who hasn't been on your side from the first. And it's real glad that every farmer in the country is to see a Massey of Broadwater holding up his head again."




  "I have never held it down," Lance said.




  "No, and never will. Give Sir Lancelot a cheer."




  They did heartily, as Lance passed along. He came to the "Mitre" at length. The drawing-room there, usually given over on market days to county magnates, was full. There was just the suggestion of a pause as Lance entered. Not a few of those people there had been pretty short-sighted lately.




  There was a motion of the crowd, and Lord Riversbrook came forward, followed by his wife and daughters. Most people wondered what the Lord Lieutenant was going to say.




  "We were going to call upon you this afternoon!" he exclaimed. "I am afraid we have not behaved quite as we might lately. But, believe me, my dear Massey, we never entertained the slightest doubt that your good name was—was—Hang it, man, let me shake hands with you. And Lady Riversbrook and the girls will tell you how sorry they are."




  "I shall throw myself on Sir Lancelot's mercy," Lady Riversbrook laughed.




  "And purchase a stronger pair of eye-glasses," Lance retorted.




  "When is Lyn Verity coming back?" one of the girls asked.




  Lance recognised the opportunity, and embraced it. Half of the county were in earshot, and listening eagerly. A bold statement now would save a deal of worrying explanation later on.




  "Lyn Verity is not coming back at all," he said; "for the simple reason that there is no Lyn Verity. In future she will be known to you as Lady Massey. Foolishly, perhaps, Miss Verity and myself were secretly married some time ago. You all of you know now that Sir George objected to my engagement to Miss Verity, and why. My wife went away to allay suspicions, and so as to give me a free hand with a certain scoundrel who shall be nameless. Perhaps before long we shall be in a position to prove that the story of my wife's father's death is a pure fiction—in which case nothing can stand between us and the home we love so well. But whether that is so or not, nothing can alter the fact that Lyn Verity is now Lady Massey."




  A little ripple of surprise followed this statement. Some of the elderly ladies there beamed upon Lance. They were positively grateful for the fine field of gossip he was giving them. In this respect Broadwater had behaved nobly of late.




  "I am very glad to hear it," Lady Riversbrook declared. "And I sincerely hope that matters will end happily for you. I shall call as soon as your wife comes home."




  That settled it. Lady Riversbrook had gone further than a mere declaration; she had issued a proclamation to the county, commanding them to call on the new Lady Massey at the first opportunity. Lance was cynically amused and at the same time perfectly satisfied. As Lance Massey, the author, nothing much mattered; as Sir Lancelot Massey, it was necessary to stand well with his neighbors.




  He made his way through a mass of bowing congratulations to the offices of Wallace and Wallace. There he laid his doubts before Gerald Wallace.




  "The point has not escaped us," said the latter. "I have been going over your uncle's will carefully. When Stott is out of the way, and that seems after all only a matter of time, you are free to marry whom you like."




  "Provided that Stott has not made a will?"




  "Precisely. But it's odds he's done nothing of the kind. He only lives for the moment. Once he is dead, who is going to carry over the detective business?"




  "Then I can defy the law on that point?"




  "Certainly you can. Who is to say you nay? When you marry—"




  "My dear Wallace, I am married already. Lyn has been my wife for months."




  Wallace shrugged his shoulders, and passed his congratulations. As a lawyer with half the county secrets in his possession, he was surprised at nothing. But his words were words of comfort to Lance. It looked to him as if he could regard Broadwater as his own now.




  Still, the days were fairly anxious ones as they passed. There was news of a sort from America on the subject of Stott. He had been arrested in New York, he had pleaded guilty, and had requested to be brought back to England to be tried. Lance read that Stott was on his way home on the Campanella. He did not know who else was aboard this vessel.




  Surely the Campanella was due by this time. Lance took up his "Standard" from the breakfast table languidly to see. He saw something instead that set his heart beating faster. He saw that the murderer of Sir George was dead.




  There was not much of it, nothing beyond a mere statement to the effect that the Campanella had put into Queenstown, and that the notorious criminal, Malcolm Stott, accused of the murder of Sir George Massey, under such dramatic circumstances, had died on the voyage. Briefly interviewed, the doctor of the Campanella had confirmed the report. There was a further rumor to the effect that Stott had made full confession of the crime, and this was also confirmed by Dr. Powell, who had been present when the confession was made.




  Perhaps Lance was not to be blamed that he drew a deep breath of relief as he read the pregnant paragraph. Stott had committed the one grateful and unselfish act of his life. In his grave all the scandal and trouble would be buried. And if he had died without making a will—but Lance felt pretty sure on this point. He read the paragraph aloud to Long.




  "Well, Sir Lancelot," Long responded, "some people have all the virtues, and some have all the luck. Still, it was the best thing the fellow could have done. And if I could only see my dear mistress back again I should be happy."




  Lance proceeded to explain that Lyn was now mistress in more than name. Long evinced no surprise.




  "Lord believe you, sir!" he said. "I've known that all along."




  "You have! And you never told anybody?"




  "Not a soul, Sir Lance. It was no business of mine. And I found out quite by accident. But I shall be glad to tell them now if you've no objection."




  "None at all," Lance said, gravely. "It must have been a great strain upon you, Long."




  A little later in the day came a brief but pregnant telegram from Mrs. Sinclair to the effect that Lyn and herself had reached England, and that they would be home by tea-time. Long remarked excitedly that this was the happiest moment of his life.




  Lance wandered restlessly about the house and grounds. It was a bitter-sweet kind of day for him. It was just possible that Lyn might bring some good news with her. And it would be hard to lose Broadwater now. Lance could see the trim lawns and the flowers and the path beyond where the deer moved.




  Then gradually he put his restlessness from him. He was looking forward eagerly to meeting Lyn. He would take her in his arms and hold her there before the eyes of all the world. They had been happy before, but to some natures stolen fruit is not so sweet. And Lyn had been one of these. It was only her deep love for him that had led her towards a secret marriage.




  Well, that was all over and done with now. By this time there was not a man, woman, or child within twenty miles of Broadwater who didn't know that Lyn Verity and Lady Massey were one and the same. It would be good to see Lyn again, to see that lively face, and gaze into those tender eyes.




  It was a little before 6 o'clock that they came. Mrs. Sinclair had the placid air of a general fresh from a conquering campaign. Lyn's exquisite face was red, and her eyes shining. Long ran down and opened the door of the carriage with proud humility.




  "Welcome home, my lady," he said. "This is a proud day for Broadwater."




  Lyn laughed and blushed deeper. Lance came down the steps and caught her in his arms. Then their lips met, and there was a great peace in the minds of each.




  "My darling!" Lance whispered. "My darling, I have missed you."




  Lyn answered with her eyes only. There was a brightness and sweetness and radiancy about her that Lance had never seen before. She ran up the steps into the hall.




  "How long have they known?" she asked.




  "Oh, quite lately," Lance replied. "All except Long, who declares that he guessed from the first. The strain of keeping the secret loyally must have been immense. And all the county knows. I had a kind of informal reception at Swanley, and told everybody. Lady Riversbrook said she was delighted, and expressed her intention of calling soon. She also looked at the other ladies, as if to say she would know the reason if they failed to call also. And here's Mrs. Masters, to say that the best bed-chamber has been swept and garnished for the bride. If we do stay here—"




  "Darling, we are going to stay," Lyn whispered. "The mystery is all cleared up. We have had adventures in America wilder and more wonderful than anything you ever put in a book. But you shall hear it all when I've changed my dress. I guess I'm dying for a cup of tea."




  She ran up the stairs laughing, with all the sweet new joy of life upon her. Lance regarded her happy face lovingly. An exquisite figure in an exquisite setting.




  "So we are going to stay here and be happy?" he said.




  "The evil genius has been scotched and killed," Mrs. Sinclair smiled.




  "And Auntie killed him," said Lyn. "My dearest old boy, we have come home with the most positive proofs that all Stott said about my father was a tissue of lies. That copy of the 'Record' was forged; it had been altered to suit the occasion. We have a proper copy—with nothing of the tragedy in it. My dear father was shot on his own doorstep by a mad speculator, and my mother died of the shock. And we have all this on the evidence of the doctor who attended them both."




  "Then all that Stott said—"




  "Was false. But he is a dead man, and the evil that he did is dead with him. Even if he were alive at this minute you could snap your fingers at him and order him out of the house. But, mind you, we did not find out all this without a deal of difficulty and danger. Auntie shall tell you all the rest in her own way. Lance, Auntie is the cleverest and bravest and most wonderful woman in the world."




  "I have long suspected it," Mrs. Sinclair said, gravely.




  "Don't be conceited," Lance cried. "Aunt Lucy, tell me your story at once."




  Mrs. Sinclair proceeded to do so in her own inimitable way. It was a plain statement of fact, but it interested Lance exceedingly. He had only one regret—that he had not been permitted to join the expedition.




  "We wanted somebody here," Mrs. Sinclair said. "And the change was good for Lyn. Has she told you the real reason why she ran away?"




  Lyn blushed to the eyes as her glance rested tenderly on Lance. Her lips were trembling, but there was a proud and yet hopeful look on her face. And then Lance understood.




  "You don't mean to say!" he exclaimed. "My dear little girl! My dear little wife."




  Mrs. Sinclair rose discreetly, avowing that there was something that she must say to Mrs. Masters without delay. As she closed the door behind her Lance crossed the room. He drew his wife to his side, and her head rested on his shoulder for a time. They were too happy for words. Presently Lyn rose and crossed over to the open French windows. Lance followed.




  "It is a lovely place," Lyn said. "I never quite appreciated how lovely it is until to-day. And we know now it is yours and mine; and will be for the—the one that is coming. Lance, I wonder if you are as glad as I am?"




  "Darling, I am the proudest and happiest man in England. And you have gone through all this for me."




  "For you and—and the other one. I always felt that the truth would come out some day. And Aunt Lucy is a wonderful woman. But for her—"




  "Don't think about it, dearest. Let us be happy to-day."




  Lyn rose and kissed Lance on the lips.




  "To-day and to-morrow and every day," she whispered. "It is only those who have drained the cup of sorrow who can appreciate the sweetness and beauty of the happier day."




  THE END
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  The girl stood there fighting hard to keep back the tears from her eyes. The blow had been so swift, so unexpected. And there was the hurt to her pride also.




  “Do I understand that I am dismissed, Madame?” Jessie Harcourt asked quietly. “You mean that I am to go at the end of the week?”




  The little woman with the faded fair hair and the silly affectation of fashion was understood to say that Miss Harcourt would go at once. The proprietress of the fashionable millinery establishment in Bond-street chose to call herself Madame Malmaison though she was London to the core. Her shrill voice shook a little as she spoke.




  “You are a disgrace to the establishment,” she said. “I am sorry you ever came here. It is fortunate for me that Princess Mazaroff took the propel view so far as I am concerned. Your conduct was infamous, outrageous. You go to the Princess to try on hats for her Highness and what happens? You are found in the library engaged in a bold flirtation with her Highness’s son, Prince Boris. Romping together! You suffered him to kiss you. When the Princess came here just now and told me the story, I was—”




  “It is a lie,” Jessie burst out passionately. “A cowardly lie on the part of a coward. Why did not that Russian cad tell the truth? He came into the drawing room where I was waiting for the Princess. Don’t interrupt me, I must speak, I tell you.”




  Madame Malmaison subsided before the splendid fury of Jessie’s anger. She looked more like a countess than a shop girl as she stood there with her beautiful eyes blazing, the flash of sorrow on her lovely face. Madame Malmaison had always been a little proud of the beauty and grace and sweetness of her fitter-on. Perhaps she felt in her heart of hearts that the girl was telling the truth.




  “I hope I am a lady,” Jessie said a little more gently—“at any rate, I try to remember that I was born one. And I am telling the truth—not that it matters much, seeing that you would send us all into the gutter rather than offend a customer like the Princess. That coward said his mother was waiting for me in the library. He would show me the way. Then he caught me in his arms and tried to kiss me. He wanted me to go to some theatre with him to-night. He was too strong for me. I thought I should have died of shame. Then the Princess came in and all the anger was for me. And that coward stood by and shirked the blame; he let it pass that I had actually followed him into the library.”




  The girl was telling the truth, it was stamped on every word that she said. Madame Malmaison knew it also, but the hard look on her greedy face did not soften.




  “You are wasting my time,” she said. “The Princess naturally prefers her version of the story, and she has demanded your instant dismissal. You must go.”




  Jessie said no more. There was proud satisfaction in the fact that she had conquered her tears. She moved back to the splendid showroom with its Persian carpets and Louis Seize furniture as if nothing had happened. She had an idea that Madame Malmaison believed her, and that the latter would be discreet enough to keep the story from the other hands. And Jessie had no friends there. She could not quite bring herself to be friendly with the others. She had not forgotten the days when Colonel Harcourt’s daughter had mixed with the class of people whom she now served. Bitterly Jessie regretted that she had ever taken up this kind of life.




  But unhappily there had been no help for it. Careless, easy going Colonel Harcourt had not troubled much about the education of his two girls and when the crash came and he died, they were totally unfitted to cope with the world. The younger girl, Ada was very delicate, and so Jessie had to cast about to make a living for the two. The next six months had been a horror.




  It was in sheer desperation that Jessie had offered her services to Madame Malmaison. Here was the ideal fitter-on that that shrewd lady required. She was prepared to give a whole two guineas a week for Jessie’s assistance and the bargain was complete.




  “Well, it was all over, anyway, now,” Jessie told herself. She was dismissed and that without a character. It would be in vain for her to apply to other fashionable establishments of the kind unless she was prepared to give some satisfactory reason for leaving Madame Malmaison. Her beauty and grace and charm would count for nothing with rival managers. The bitter, hopeless, weary struggle was going to begin all over again. The two girls were utterly friendless in London. In all the tragedy of life there is nothing more sad and pathetic than that.




  Jessie conquered the feeling of despair for the moment. She had all her things to arrange; she had to tell the girl under her that she was leaving for good to-night. She had had a dispute with Madame Malmaison, she explained and she would not return in the morning. Jessie was surprised at the steadiness of her own voice is she gave the explanation. But her cold fingers trembled, and the tears were very heavy in the beautiful eyes. Jessie was praying for six o’clock now.




  Mechanically she went about her work. She did not heed or hear the chatter of her companions; she did not see that somebody had handed her a note. Somebody said that there was no answer, and Jessie merely nodded. In the same dull way she opened the letter. She saw that the paper was good; she saw that the envelope bore her name. There was no address on the letter, which Jessie read twice before having the most remote idea of its meaning.




  A most extraordinary letter, Jessie decided when at length she had fixed her mind into its usual channel. She read it again in the light of the sunshine. There was no heading, no signature.




  “I am writing to ask you a great favour (the letter ran). I should have seen you and explained, but there was no time. If you have any heart and feeling you cannot disregard this appeal. But you will not ignore it, however, because you are as good and kind as you are beautiful. The happiness of a distressed and miserable woman is in your hands. Will you help me?




  “But you will help me, I am certain. Come to 17 Gordon Gardens, to-night at half-past 9 o’clock. Come plainly dressed in black, and take care to wear a thick black veil. Say that you are the young person from Forder’s in Piccadilly, and that you have called about the dress. That is all that I ask you to do for the present. Then you will see me, and I can explain matters fully. Dare I mention money in connection with this case? If that tempts you, why the price is your own—500 pounds, 1000 pounds await you it you are bold and resolute.”




  There was nothing more; no kind of clue to the identity of the writer. Jessie wondered if it were some mistake; but her name was most plainly written on the envelope. It bad been left by a district messenger boy, so that there was no way of finding out anything. Jessie wondered if she had been made the victim of some cruel hoax. Visions of a decoy rose before her eyes.




  And yet there was no mistake about the address. Gordon Gardens was one of the finest and most fashionable squares in the West End of London. Jessie fluttered over the leaves of the London Directory. There was Gordon Gardens right enough—Lady Merehaven. The name was quite familiar to her, though the lady in question was not a customer of Madame Malmaison’s. All this looked very genuine, so also did the letter with the passionate, pleading tone behind the somewhat severe restraint of it all. Jessie had made up her mind.




  She would go. Trouble and disappointment had not soured the nobility of her nature. She was ready as ever to hold out a helping hand to those in distress. And she was bold and resolute too. Moreover, as she told herself with a blush, she was not altogether indifferent to the money. Only a few shillings stood between her and Ada and absolute starvation. 500 pounds sounded like a fortune.




  “I’ll go,” Jessie told herself. “I’ll see this thing to the bitter end, whatever the adventure may lead to. Unless, of course, it is something wrong or dishonest. But I don’t think that the writer of the letter means that. And perhaps I shall make a friend. God knows I need one.”




  The closing hour came, and Jessie went her way. At the corner of New Bond-street a man stood before her, and bowed with an air of suggested politeness. He had the unmistakable air of the life debonaire; he was well dressed, and handsome in a picturesque way. But the mouth under the close-cropped beard was hard and sensual; the eyes had that in them that always fills the heart of a girl with disgust.




  “I have been waiting for you,” the man said. “You see, I know your habits. I am afraid you are angry with me.”




  “I am not angry with you at all,” Jessie said, coldly. “You are not worth it, Prince Boris. A Man who could play the contemptible cur as you played it this morning—”




  “But, ma cherie, what could I do? Madame la Princess, my mother, holds the purse-strings. I am in disfavour the most utter and absolute. If my mother comes to your establishment and says—”




  “The Princess has already been. She has told her version of the story. No doubt she heartily believes that she has been told the truth. I have been made out to be a scullery girl romping with the page boy. My word was as nothing against so valuable a client as the Princess. I am discharged without a character.”




  Prince Boris stammered something, but the cruel light of triumph in his eyes belied his words. Jessie’s anger flamed up passionately. “Stand aside and let me pass,” she said: “and never dare to address me again. If you do, I will appeal to the first decent man who passes, and say you have grossly insulted me. I have a small consolation in the knowledge that you are not an Englishman.”




  The man drew back abashed, perhaps ashamed, for his dark face flushed. He made no attempt to detain Jessie, who passed down the street with her cheeks flaming. She went on at length until she came to one of the smaller byways lending out of Oxford-street, and here, before a shabby-looking house, she stopped and let herself in with a latchkey. In a bare little room at the top of the house a girl was busy painting. She was a smaller edition of Jessie, and more frail and delicate. But the same pluck and spirit were there in Ada Harcourt.




  “What a colour!” the younger girl cried. “And yet—Jessie, what has happened? Tell me.”




  The story was told—indeed, there was no help for it. Then Jessie produced her mysterious letter. The trouble was forgotten for the time being. The whole thing was so vague and mysterious, and moreover there was the promise of salvation behind it. Ada flung her paint brush aside hastily.




  “You will go?” she cried. “With an address like that there can be no danger. I am perfectly certain that that is a genuine letter, Jess, and the writer is in some desperate bitter trouble. We have too many of those troubles of our own to ignore the cry of help from another. And there is the money. It seems a horrible thing, but the money is a sore temptation.”




  Jessie nodded thoughtfully. She smiled, too, as she noted Ada’s flushed, eager face.




  “I am going,” she said. “I have quite made up my mind to that. I am going if only to keep my mind from dwelling on other things. Besides, that letter appeals to me. It seems to be my duty. And as you say, there is the money to take into consideration. And yet I blush even to think of it.”




  Ada rose and walked excitedly about the room. The adventure appealed to her. Usually in the stories it was the men only to whom these exciting incidents happened. And here was a chance for a mere woman to distinguish herself. And Jessie, would do it, too, Ada felt certain. She had all the courage and resolution of her race.




  “It’s perfectly splendid!” Ada cried. “I feel that the change of out fortunes is at hand. You are going to make powerful friends, Jessie; we shall come into our own again. And when you have married the prince, I hope you will give me a room under the palace roof to paint in. But you must not start on your adventure without any supper.”




  Punctual to the moment Jessie turned into Gordon Gardens. Her heart was beating a little faster now; she half felt inclined to turn back and abandon the enterprise altogether. But then such a course would have been cowardly, and the girl was certainly not that. Besides, there was the ever unceasing grizzly spectre of poverty dangling before Jessie’s eyes. She must go on.




  Here was No. 17 at length—a fine, double fronted house, the big doors of which stood open, giving a glimpse of the wealth and luxury beyond. Across the pavement, to her surprise, Jessie noticed that a breadth of crimson cloth had been unrolled. The girl had expected to find the house still and quiet, and here were evidences of social festivities. Inside the hall two big footmen lounged in the vestibule; a row of hats testified to the fact that there were guests here to dinner. A door opened somewhere, and a butler emerged with a tray in his hand.




  As the door opened there was a pungent smell of tobacco smoke, followed by a bass roll of laughter. Many people were evidently dining there. Jessie felt that she needed all her courage now.




  It was only for a moment that the girl hesitated. She was afraid to trust her own voice: the great lump in her throat refused to be swallowed. Then she walked up the scarlet-covered steps and knocked at the door. One of the big footmen strolled across and asked her her business.




  “I am the young person from Forder’s, in Piccadilly,” Jessie said, with a firmness that surprised herself. “I was asked by letter to come here at this hour to-night.”




  “Something about a dress?” the footman asked flippantly. “I’ll send and see.”




  A moment later and the lady’s maid was inviting Jessie up the stairs. As requested, the girl had dressed herself in black; she wore a black sailor hat with a dark veil. Except in her carriage and the striking lines of her figure, she was the young person of the better class millionaire’s shop to the life. She came at length to a dressing-room, which was evidently about to be used by somebody of importance. The dressing-room was large and most luxuriously fitted; the contents of a silver-mounted dressing-bag were scattered over the table between the big cheval glasses; on a couch a ball dress had been spread out. Jessie began to understand what was going on—there had been a big dinner party, doubtless to be followed presently by an equally big reception. One of the blinds had not been quite drawn, and in the garden beyond Jessie could see hundreds of twinkling fairy lamps. The adventure was beginning to appeal to her now; she was looking forward to it with zeal and eagerness.




  “My mistress will come to you in a moment,” the maid said, in the tone of one who speaks to an equal. “Only don’t let her keep you any longer than you can help. The sooner you are done the sooner I shall be able to finish and get out. Good night!”




  The maid flitted away without shutting the door. Jessie’s spirits rose as she looked about her. There could be no possible chance of personal danger here. Jessie would have liked to have raised her veil to get a better view of all these lovely things that would appeal to a feminine mind, but she reflected that the black veil had been strongly insisted upon.




  A voice came from somewhere, a voice asking somebody also in a whisper to put the lights out. This command was repeated presently in a hurried way, and Jessie realised that the voice was addressing her. Without a minute’s hesitation she crossed over to the door and flicked out the lights. Well, the adventure was beginning now in real earnest, Jessie told herself. The voices whispered something further, and then in the corridor Jessie saw something that rooted her to the spot. In perfect darkness herself, she could look boldly out into the light beyond. She saw the figure of a man half led and half carried between two women—one of them being in evening dress. The man’s face was as white as death. He was either very ill or very near to death, Jessie could see; his eyes were closed, and he dragged his limbs after him like one in the last stage of paralysis. One of the ladies in evening dress was elderly, her hair quite gray; the other was young and handsome, with a commanding presence. On her hair she wore a tiara of diamonds, only usually affected by those of royal blood. She looked every inch a queen, Jessie thought, as with her strong gleaming arms she hurried the stricken man along. And yet there was a furtive air about the pair that Jessie did not understand at all.




  The phantom passed away quietly as it had come, like a dream; the trio vanished, and close by somebody was closing a bedroom door gently, as if fearful of being overheard. Jessie rubbed her eyes as if to make sure that the whole thing had not been a delusion. She was still pondering over that strange scene in a modern house, when there came the quick swish of drapery along the corridor, and somebody flashed into the room and closed and locked the door. That somebody was a woman, as the trail of skirts testified, but Jessie rose instantly to the attitude of self.




  She had not long to wait, for suddenly the lights flashed up, and a girl in simple evening dress stood there looking at Jessie. There was a placid smile on her face, though her features were very white and quivering.




  “How good of you!” she said. “God only knows how good of you. Will you please take off your hat, and I will…….? Thank you. Now stand side by side with me before the glass. Is not that strange. Miss Harcourt? Do you see the likeness?”




  Jessie gasped. Side by side in the glass she was looking at the very image of herself!
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  “The likeness is wonderful,” Jessie cried. “How did you find out? Did anybody tell you? But you have not mentioned your own name yet, though you know who I am.”




  The other girl smiled. Jessie liked the look of her face. It was a little haughty like her own, but the smile was very sweet, the features resolute and strong just now. Both the girls seemed to feel the strangeness of the situation. It was as if each was actually seeing herself for the first time. Then Jessie’s new friend began to speak.




  “It is like this,” she exclaimed. “I am Vera Galloway, and Lady Merehaven is my aunt. As my aunt and my uncle, Lord Merehaven, have no children, they have more or less adopted me. I have been very happy here until quite lately, until the danger came not only to my adopted parents, but to one whom I love better than all the world. I cannot tell you what it is now, I have no time. But the danger to this house and Charles—I mean my lover—is terrible. Fate has made it necessary that I should be quite free for the next few hours, free to escape the eyes of suspicious people, and yet at the same time it is necessary that I should be here. My dear Miss Harcourt, you are going to take my place.”




  “My dear Miss Galloway, the thing is impossible,” Jessie cried. “Believe me. I would help you if I could—anything that requires courage or determination. I am so desperately placed that I would do anything for money. But to take your place—”




  “Why not? You are a lady, you are accustomed to society. Lord Merehaven you will probably not see all the evening, Lady Merehaven is quite short-sighted. And she never expects me to help to entertain her guests. There will be a mob of people here presently, and there is safety in numbers. A little tact, a little watchful discretion, and the thing is done.”




  Vera Galloway spoke rapidly and with a passionate entreaty in her voice. Her beautiful face was very earnest. Jessie felt that she was giving way already.




  “I might manage it,” she admitted dubiously. “But how did you come to hear of me?”




  “My cousin, Ronald Hope, told me. Ronald knew your people in the old days. Do you recollect him?”




  Jessie blushed slightly. She recollected Captain Hope perfectly well. And deep down in her heart she had a feeling that, if things had turned out differently, she and Ronald Hope had been a little more than mere acquaintances by this time. But when the crash came, Jessie hart put the Captain resolutely aside with her other friends.




  “Well, Ronald told me,” Vera Galloway went on. “I fancy Ronald admired you. He often mentioned your name to me, and spoke of the strange likeness between us. He would have found you if he could. Then out of curiosity I asked a man called Beryll, who is a noted gossip, what had become of Colonel Hacker Harcourt’s daughters, and he said one of them was in a milliner’s shop in Bond-street, he believed Madame Malmaison’s. Mind you, I was only mildly curious to see you. But to-day the brooding trouble came, and I was at my wits’ end for a way out. Then the scheme suddenly came to me, and I called at Malmaison’s this morning with a message for a friend. You did not see me, but I saw you. My mind was made up at once, hence my note to you….And now I am sure that you are going to help me.”




  “I am going to help you to do anything you require,” Jessie said, “because I feel sure that I am on the side of a good cause.”




  “I swear it,” Vera said with a passionate emphasis. “For the honour of a noble house, for the reputation of the man I love. And you shall never regret it, never. You shall leave that hateful business for ever….But come this way—there are many things that I have to show you.”




  Jessie followed obediently into the corridor a little behind Vera, and in the attitude of one who feels and admits her great social inferiority. They came at length to a large double window opening on to some leads, and then descending by a flight of steps to the garden. The thing was safer than at first appeared, for there were roll shutters to the windows.




  It was very quiet and still in the garden, with its close-shaven lawns and the clinging scent of the roses. The silent parterre would be gay with a giddy, chattering mob of society people before long, Vera hurriedly explained. Lady Merehaven was giving a great reception, following a diplomatic dinner to the foreign Legation by Lord Merehaven. Jessie had forgotten for the moment that Lord Merehaven was Secretary for Foreign Affairs.




  The big windows at the back of the dining room were open to the garden; the room was one blaze of light that flickered over old silver and priceless glass on banks of flowers and red wines in Bohemian decanters. A score or more men were there, all of them distinguished with stars and ribbons and collars. Very rapidly Vera picked them out one by one. Jessie felt just a little bewildered as great, familiar names tripped off the tongue of her companion. A strange position for one who only a few hours before had been a shopgirl.




  “We will walk back through the house,” Vera Galloway said. “I must show you my aunt. Some of the guests are beginning to arrive, I see. Come this way.”




  Already a knot of well-dressed women filled the hall. Coming down the stairs was the magnificent woman with the diamond tiara, the woman who had helped along the corridor the man with the helpless limbs. Jessie elevated her eyebrows as the great lady passed.




  “The Queen of Asturia,” Vera whispered. “You have forgotten to lower your veil. Yes, the Queen of Asturia. She has been dining here alone with my aunt in her private room. You have seen her before?”




  “Yes,” Jessie replied. “It was just now. Somebody whispered to me to put out the lights. As I sat in the dark I saw—; but I don’t want to appear inquisitive.”




  “Oh, I know. It was I who called to you from my bedroom to put the lights out. I had no wish for that strange scene on the stairs to be…..you understand?”




  “And the sick man? He is one whose name I ought to know, perhaps.”




  “Well, yes. Whisper—come close, so that nobody can hear. That was the King of Asturia. You think he was ill. Nothing of the kind. Mark you, the Queen of Asturia is the best of women. She is good and kind—she is a patriot to her finger tips. And he—the king—is one of the greatest scoundrels in Europe. In a way, it is because of him that you are here to-night. The whole dreadful complication is rooted in a throne. And that scoundrel has brought it all about. Don’t ask me more, for the secret is not wholly mine.”




  All this Vera Galloway vouchsafed in a thrilling whisper. Jessie was feeling more and more bewildered. But she was not going back on her promise now. The strange scene she had witnessed in the corridor came again to her with fresh force now. The ruler of Asturia might be a scoundrel, but he certainly was a scoundrel who was sick unto death.




  “We will go back to my room now,” Vera said. “First let me dismiss my maid, saying that I have decided not to change my dress. Go up the stairs as if I had sent you for something. You will see how necessary it is to get my maid out of the way.”




  The bedroom door was locked again, and Vera proceeded to strip off her dress, asking Jessie to do the same. In a little time the girls were transformed. The matter of the hair was a difficulty, but it was accomplished presently. A little while later and Jessie stood before the glass wondering if some other soul had taken possession of her body. On the other hand, Vera Galloway was transformed into a demure-looking shop assistant waiting a customer’s orders.




  “I declare that nobody will know the difference,” she said. “Unless you are in a very strong light, it will be impossible to detect the imposture. You will stay here and play my part, and I shall slip away disguised in my clothes. Is that ten o’clock striking? I must fly. I have one or two little things to get from my bedroom. Meanwhile, you can study those few points for instruction that I have written on this sheet of paper. Study them carefully, because one or two of them really are of importance.”




  Vera was back again in a moment, and ready to depart. The drama was about to begin in earnest, and Jessie felt her heart beating a little faster. As the two passed down the stairs together, they could see that the handsome suite of rooms on the first floor were rapidly filling. One or two guests nodded to Jessie, and she forced a smile in reply. It was confusing to be recognised like this without knowing who the other people were. Jessie began to realise the full magnitude of the task before her.




  “I am not in the least satisfied with your explanation,” she said, in a very fair imitation of Vera Galloway’s voice. After all, there is a great sameness in the society tones of a woman. “I am very sorry to trouble you as the hour is late, but I must have it back to-night. Bannister, whatever time this young person comes back, see that she is not sent away, and ask her in to the little morning room. And send for me.”




  The big footman bowed and Vera Galloway slipped into the street. Not only had she got away safely, but she had also achieved a way for a safe return. Jessie wondered what was the meaning of all this secrecy and clever by-play. Surely there must be more than one keen eye watching the movements of Vera Galloway. The knowledge thrilled Jessie, for if those keen eyes were about they would be turned just as intently upon her. A strange man came up to her and held out his hand. He wanted to know if Miss Galloway enjoyed the Sheringhams’ dance last night. Jessie shrugged her shoulders, and replied that the dance was about as enjoyable as most of that class of thing. She was on her guard now, and resolved to be careful. One step might spoil everything and lead to an exposure, the consequences of which were altogether too terrible to contemplate.




  The strange man was followed by others; then a pretty fair girl fluttered up to Jessie and kissed her, with the whispered question as to whether there was going to be any bridge or not. Would Vera go and find Amy Macklin and Connie, and bring them over to the other side of the room? With a nod and a smile Jessie slipped away, resolving that she would give the fair girl a wide berth for the remainder of the evening. In an amused kind of way she wondered what Amy and Connie were like. It looked as if the evening were going to be a long series of evasions. There was a flutter in the great saloon presently, as the hostess came into the room, presently followed by the stately lady with the diamond tiara in her hair.




  The guests were bowing right and left. Presently the Queen of Asturia was escorted to a seat, and the little thrill of excitement passed off. Jessie hoped to find that it would be all right, but a new terror was added to the situation. She, the shop-girl, was actually in the presence of a real queen, perhaps the most romantic figure in Europe at the present moment. Jessie recalled all the strange stories she had heard of the ruling house of Asturia, of its intrigues and fiery conspiracies. She was thinking of it still, despite the fact that a great diva was singing, and accompanied on the piano by a pianist whose reputation was as great as her own. A slim-waisted attache crossed the room and bowed before Jessie, bringing his heels together with a click after the most approved court military fashion.




  “Pardon me the rudeness, Mademoiselle Vera, but her Highness would speak to you. When you meet the princess, the lady on the left of the queen will vacate her chair. It is to look as natural as possible.”




  Jessie expressed her delight at the honour. But her heart was beating more painfully just now than it had done any time during the evening. The thing was so staggering and unexpected. Was it possible that the queen knew of the deception, and was party to the plot? But the theory was impossible. A royal guest could not be privy to such a trick upon her hostess.




  With her head in a whirl but her senses quite alert, Jessie crossed the room. As she came close to the queen, a lady-in-waiting rose up quite casually and moved away, and Jessie slipped into the vacant seat. She could see now how lined and wearisome behind the smiles was the face of the Queen of Asturia. And yet it was one of the most beautiful faces in the world.




  “You are not surprised that I have sent for you, cherie?” the queen asked.




  “No, Madame,” Jessie replied. She hoped that the epithet was correct. “If there is anything that I can do—”




  “Dear child, there is something you can do presently,” the queen went on. “We have managed to save him to-night. You know who I mean. But the danger is just as terribly imminent as it was last night. Of course, you know that General Maxgregor is coming here presently?”




  “I suppose so,” Jessie murmured. “At least, it would not surprise me. You see, Madame—”




  “Of course it would not surprise you. How strangely you speak to-night. Those who are watching us cannot possibly deduct anything from the presence of General Maxgregor at your aunt’s reception. When he comes you are to attach yourself to him. Take him into the garden. Then go up those steps leading to the corridor and shut the general in the sitting-room next to your dressing-room—the next room to where he is, in fact. And when that is done come to me, and in a loud voice ask me to come and see the pictures that you spoke of. Then I shall be able to see the general in private. Then, you can wait in the garden by the fountain till one or both of us comes down again. I want you to understand this quite clearly for heaven only knows how carefully I am watched.”




  Jessie murmured respectfully that she knew everything. All the same, she was quite at a loss to know how she was to identify General Maxgregor when he did come. The mystery of the whole thing was becoming more and more bewildering. Clearly Vera Galloway was deep in the confidence of the queen, and yet at the same time she had carefully concealed from her majesty the fact that she had substituted a perfect stranger for herself. It was a daring trick to play upon so exalted a personage, but Vera had not hesitated to do it. And Jessie felt that Vera Galloway was all for the cause of the queen.




  “I will be in wait for the general,” she said. “There is no time to be lost—I had better go now.”




  Jessie rose and bowed and went her way. So far, everything had gone quite smoothly. But it was a painful shock on reaching the hall to see Prince Boris Mazaroff bending over a very pretty girl who was daintily eating an ice there. Just for a moment it seemed to Jessie that she must be discovered. Then she reflected that in her party dress and with her hair so elaborately arranged, she would present to the eyes of the Russian nothing more than a strange likeness to the Bond-street shopgirl. At any rate, it would be necessary to take the risk. The prince was too deep in his flirtation to see anybody at present.




  Once more Jessie breathed freely. She would linger here in the hall until General Maxgregor came. He would be announced on his entrance, so that Jessie would have to ask no questions. Some little time elapsed before a big man with a fine, resolute face came into the hall.




  Somebody whispered the name of Maxgregor, and Jessie looked up eagerly. The man’s name had a foreign flavour—his uniform undoubtedly was; and yet Jessie felt quite sure that she was looking at the face of an Englishman. She had almost forgotten her part for the moment, when the general turned eagerly to her.




  “I’ll go upstairs presently,” he murmured. “You understand how imperative it is that I should see the queen without delay. It is all arranged, of course. Does the queen know?”




  “The queen knows everything, General,” Jessie said. She felt on quite firm ground now. “Let us stroll into the garden as if we were looking for somebody. Then I will admit you to the room where the queen will meet you presently. Yes, that is a very fine specimen of a Romney.”




  The last words were uttered aloud. Once in the garden the two hurried on up the steps of the corridor. From a distance came the divine notes of the diva uplifted in some passionate love song. At another time Jessie would have found the music enchanting. As it was, she hurried back to the salon and made her way to the queen’s side. One glance and a word were sufficient.




  [image: ]




  The song died away in a hurricane of applause. The queen rose and laid her hand on Jessie’s arm. She was going to have a look at the pictures, she said. In a languid way, and as if life was altogether too fatiguing, she walked down the stairs. But once in the garden her manner altogether changed.




  “You managed it?” she demanded. “You succeeded. Is the general in the room next to your sitting-room? How wonderfully quick and clever you are! Would that I had a few more like you near me! Throw that black cloak on the deck chair yonder over my head and shoulders. Now show me the way yourself. And when you have done, go and stand by the fountain yonder, so as to keep the coast clear. When you see two quick flashes of light in the window you will know that I am coming down again.”




  Very quietly the flight of steps was mounted and the corridor entered. With a sign Jessie indicated the room where General Maxgregor was waiting for the queen; the door opened, there was a stifled, strangled cry, and the door was closed as softly as it had opened. With a heart beating unspeakably fast, Jessie made her way into the garden again and stood by the side of the ornamental fountain as if she were enjoying the cooling breezes of the night.




  On the whole, she was enjoying the adventure. But she wanted to think. Everybody was still in the house listening to the divine notes of the great singer, so that it was possible to snatch a half breathing space. And Jessie felt that she wanted it. She tried to see her way through; she was thinking it out when the sound of a footstep behind caused her to look round. She gave a sudden gasp, and then she appeared to be deeply interested in the gold fish in the fountain.




  “I hope he won’t address me. I hope he will pass without recognition,” was Jessie’s prayer.




  For the man strolling directly toward the fountain was Prince Boris Mazaroff!
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  Here was a danger that Jessie had not expected. She was not surprised to see Prince Boris Mazaroff there; indeed, she would not have been surprised at anything after the events of the last few hours. There was no startling coincidence in the presence of the Russian here, seeing that he know everybody worth knowing in London, and all society would be here presently.




  Would he come forward and speak? Jessie wondered. She would have avoided the man, but then it seemed to be quite understood that she must stay by the fountain till the signal was given. All this had been evidently carefully thought out before Vera Galloway found it an imperative necessity to be elsewhere on this fateful night.




  Would Mazaroff penetrate her disguise? Was the most fateful question that Jessie asked herself. Of course he would see the strong likeness between the sham Vera and the milliner in the Bond-street shop; but as he appeared to be au fait of Lord Merehaven’s house, and presumably know Vera, he had doubtless noticed the likeness before. Jessie recollected the girls who had greeted her so smilingly in the hall, and reflected that they must have known Vera far better than this rascally Russian could have done, and they had been utterly deceived.




  Mazaroff lounged up to the fountain and murmured something polite. His manner was easy and polished and courteous now, but that it could be very different Jessie knew to her cost. She raised her eyes and looked the man coldly in the face. She determined to know once for all whether he guessed anything or not. But the expression of his face expressed nothing but a sense of disappointment.




  “Why do you frown at me like that, Miss Vera?” he asked. “What have I done?”




  Jessie forced a smile to her lips. She could not quite forget her own ego, and she knew this man to be a scoundrel and a coward. Through his fault she had come very close to starvation. But, she reflected, certainly Vera could know nothing of this, and she must act exactly as Vera would have done. Jessie wanted all her wits for the coming struggle.




  “Did I frown?” she laughed. “If I did, it was certainly not at you. My thoughts—”




  “Let me guess your thoughts,” Mazaroff said in a low tone of voice. He reclined his elbows on the lip of the fountain so that his face was close to Jessie’s. “I am rather good at that kind of thing. You are thinking that the queen did not care much for the pictures.”




  Jessie repressed a start. There was a distinct menace in the speaker’s words. If they meant anything they meant danger, and that to the people whose interests it was Jessie’s to guard. And she knew one thing that Vera Galloway could not possibly know—this man was a scoundrel.




  “You are too subtle for me,” she said. “What queen do you allude to?”




  “There was only one queen in this conversation. I mean the Queen of Asturia. She left the salon with you to look at certain pictures, and she was disappointed. Where is she?”




  “Back again in the salon by this time, doubtless,” Jessie laughed. “I am not quite at home in the presence of royalty.”




  The brows of Mazaroff knitted into a frown. Evidently Jessie had accidentally said something that checkmated him for a moment.




  “And the king?” he asked. “Do you know anything about him? Where is he, for example?”




  Jessie shook her head. She was treading on dangerous ground now, and it behoved her to be careful. The smallest possible word might lead to mischief.




  “The queen is a great friend of mine,” Mazaroff went on, and Jessie knew instantly that he was lying. “She is in danger, as you may possibly know. You shake your head, but you could tell a great deal if you chose. But then the niece of a diplomatist knows the value of silence.”




  “The niece of a diplomatist learns a great deal,” Jessie said coldly.




  “Exactly. I hope I have not offended you. But certain things are public property. It is impossible for a crowned head to disguise his vices. That the King of Asturia is a hopeless drunkard and a gambler is known to everyone. He has exhausted his private credit, and his sullen subjects will not help him any more from the public funds. It is four years since the man came to the throne, and he has not been crowned yet. His weakness and rascalities are Russia’s opportunity.”




  “As a good and patriotic Russian, you should be glad of that,” Jessie said.




  “You area very clever young lady,” Mazaroff smiled. “As a Russian, my country naturally comes first. But then I am exceedingly liberal in my political views, and that is why the Czar prefers that I should more or less live in Western Europe. In regard to the Asturian policy, I do not hold with the views of my imperial master at all. At the risk of being called a traitor, I am going to help the queen. She is a great friend of yours also.”




  “I would do anything in my power to help her,” Jessie said guardedly.




  The Russian’s eyes gleamed. In a moment of excitement he laid his hand on Jessie’s arm. The touch filled her with disgust, but she endured it.




  “Then you never had a better opportunity than you have at the present moment,” Mazaroff whispered. “I have private information which the queen must know at once. Believe me, I am actuated only by the purest of motives. The fact that I am practically an exile from my native land shows where my sympathies lie. I am sick to death of this Russian earth hunger. I know that in the end it will spell ruin and revolution and the breaking up of the State. I can save Asturia, too.”




  “Do I understand that you want to see the queen?” Jessie asked.




  “That is it,” was the eager response. “The queen and the king. I expected to find him elsewhere. I have been looking for him in one of the haunts he frequents. I know that Charles Maxwell was with him this morning. Did he give you any hint as to the true state of affairs?”




  “I don’t know who you mean?” Jessie said unguardedly. “The name is not familiar to me.”




  “Oh, this is absurd!” Mazaroff said with some show of anger in his voice. “Caution is one thing, but to deny knowledge of Lord Merehaven’s private and confidential secretary is another matter. Come, this is pique—a mere lovers’ quarrel, or something of that kind.”




  Jessie recovered herself at once. If Mazaroff had not been so angry he could not have possibly overlooked so serious a slip on the part of his companion.




  “It is very good of you to couple our names together like this,” Jessie said coldly.




  “But, my dear young lady, it is not I who do it,” Mazaroff protested. “Everybody says so. You said nothing when Miss Maitland taxed you with it at the Duke’s on Friday night. Lady Merehaven shrugs her shoulders, and says that worse things might happen. If Maxwell were to come up at this moment—”




  Jessie waved the suggestion aside haughtily. This information was exceedingly valuable, but at the same time it involved a possible new danger. If this Charles Maxwell did come up—but Jessie did not care to think of that. She half turned so that Mazaroff could not see the expression of her face; she wanted time to regain control over her features. As she looked towards the house she saw twice the quick flash of light in one of the bedroom windows.




  It was the signal that the queen was ready to return to the salon again. Jessie’s duty was plain. It was to hurry back to the bedroom and attend to the good pleasure of the queen. And yet she could not do it with the man by her side; she could think of no pretext to get rid of him. It was not as if he had been a friend. Mazaroff was an enemy of the heads of Asturia. Possibly he knew a great deal more than he cared to say. There had been a distinct menace in his tone when he asked how the queen had enjoyed the pictures. As Jessie’s brain flashed rapidly over the events of the evening, she recalled to mind the spectacle of the queen and the strange lady who dragged the body of the helpless man between them. What if that man were the King of Asturia! Why, Vera Galloway had said so!




  Jessie felt certain of it—certain that for some reasons certain people were not to know that the King of Asturia was under Lord Merehaven’s roof, and this fellow was trying to extract valuable information from her. As she glanced round once more the signal flashed out again. For all Jessie knew to the contrary, time might be as valuable as a crown of diamonds. But it was quite impossible to move so long as Mazaroff was there.




  She looked round for some avenue of escape. The garden was deserted still, for the concert in the salon was not yet quite over. Even here the glorious voice of the prima donna floated clear as a silver bell. The singer was flinging aloft the stirring refrain of some patriotic melody.




  “The Asturian National Anthem,” Mazaroff said softly. “Inspiring, isn’t it?”




  IV - THE WARNING LIGHT
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  Jessie could feel rather than see that the signal was flashing out again, She looked about her for some assistance. In the distance a man came from the direction of the house. In the semi-darkness he paused to light a cigarette, and the reflection of the match shone on his face. Jessie started, and her face flushed. It seemed as if the stars were fighting for her to-night. She recognised the dark, irregular features behind the glow of the match. She had made up her mind what to do. Surely the queen would understand that there was cause for delay that some unforeseen danger threatened.




  The man with the cigarette strolled close by the fountain. He had his hands behind him, and appeared to be plunged in thought. He would have passed the fountain altogether without seeing the two standing there, only Jessie called to him to stop in a clear gay voice.




  “Have you lost anything, Captain Hope?” she asked. “Won’t you come and tell us what it is?”




  Jessie’s voice was perfectly steady, but her heart was beating to suffocation now. For Vera’s cousin, Captain Ronald Hope, was perfectly well known to her in her own private capacity as Jessie Harcourt. Hope had been a frequent visitor at her father’s house in the old days, and Jessie had had her dreams. Had he not inspired Vera’s daring scheme? Hope had not forgotten her, though she had elected to disappear and leave no sign, the girl knew full well; for had not Hope told Vera Galloway of the marvellous likeness between herself and Jessie Harcourt?




  It was a critical moment. That Hope had cared for her Jessie well knew, though she sternly told her heart that it was not to be. Would he recognise her and penetrate her disguise? If the eyes of love are blind in some ways they make up for it in others.




  Jessie’s heart seemed to stand still as Hope raised his crushed hat and came leisurely up the steps of the fountain.




  “I was looking for my lost and wasted youth. Miss Galloway,” he said. “How are you, Prince? What a night!”




  “A night for lovers,” Mazaroff said, though Jessie could see that he was terribly annoyed at the interruption of their conversation. “Reminds one of birds and nightingales and rose bowers. Positively, I think of the days when I used to send valentines and love tokens to my many sweethearts.”




  “And what does it remind you of, Captain Hope?” Jessie asked.




  “You always remind me of my friend Jessie Harcourt,” Hope said. “The more I see of you, the more I see the likeness.”




  “The little shopgirl in Bond-street,” Mazaroff burst out. “I have met her. Ah, yes.”




  “We are waiting for Captain Hope to tell us what the evening reminds him of,” Jessie said, hurriedly.




  “Certainly,” Captain Hope said. “Afterwards I may want to ask Prince Mazaroff a question. This reminds me of a night three years ago—a night in a lovely lane with the moon rising at the end of it. Of course, there was a man and a woman in the lane, and they talked of the future. They picked some flowers, so as to be in tune with the picture. They picked dog roses—”




  “‘Your heart and mine’ played out with the petals,” Jessie laughed. “Do you know the other form of blowing the seed from a dandelion, only you use rose petals instead?”




  There was a swift change on the face of Captain Hope. His face paled under the healthy tan as he looked quickly at Jessie. Their eyes met just for a moment—there was a flash of understanding between them. Mazaroff saw nothing, for he was lighting a cigar by the lip of the fountain. Jessie broke into some nonsense, only it was quite uncertain if she knew what she was saying. She appealed to Mazaroff, and as she did so she knocked the cigar that he had laid on the edge of the fountain so that it rolled down the steps on to the grass.




  “How excessively clumsy of me!” Jessie cried. “Let me get it back for you. Prince Boris.”




  With a smile Prince Mazaroff proceeded to regain his cigar. Quick as a flash Ronald Hope turned to Jessie.




  “What is it you want?” he asked. “What am I to do to help you? Only say the word.”




  “Get rid of that man,” Jessie panted. “I can’t explain now. Only got rid of that man and see that he is kept out of the way for at least ten minutes. Then you can return to me if you like.”




  Hope nodded. He appeared to have grasped the situation. With some commonplace on his lips he passed leisurely towards the house. Before Mazaroff could take up the broken threads of the subject a young man, who might have been in the diplomatic service, came hurrying to the spot.




  “I have been looking everywhere for you, Prince Boris,” he said.’ “Lord Merehaven would like to say a few words to you. I am very sorry to detain you but this is a matter of importance.”




  Mazaroff’s teeth flashed in a grin which was not a grin of pleasure. He had no suspicion that this had been all arranged in the brief moment that he was looking for his cigar, the thing seemed genuine and spontaneous. With one word to the effect that he would be back again in a moment, he followed the secretary.




  Jessie had a little time to breathe at last. She looked round her eagerly, but the signal was not given again. Ought she not to fly up the stops of the corridor? the girl asked herself. As she looked up again at the now darkened window the light came up for a moment, and the figure of a man, recognisable as that of General Maxgregor, stood out in high relief. The head of the figure was shaken twice, and the light vanished again. Jessie could make nothing of it except that she was not to hurry. Whilst she was still waiting and wondering what to do, Captain Ronald Hope returned. His face was stern, but at the same time there was a tender light in his eyes that told Jessie not to fear.




  “What is the meaning of it all?” he asked. “I never had such a surprise in my life. When you spoke about our old sweetheart pastime of your heart and mine played with the petals of the wild rose, I recognised you for Jessie Harcourt at once, because we invented that game and the understanding was that we were never to tell anybody else. Oh, yes, I see that you are my dear little Jessie now.”




  The tender words thrilled Jessie. She spoke with an unsteady smile on her lips.




  “But you did not recognise me till I gave you a clue,” she said. “Are you very angry with me, Ronald?”




  “I meant to be if ever I found you,” Hope said. “I am going to be stern. I was going to ask you why you had—”




  “Dear Ronald you had no right to speak like that. Great friends as we used to be—”




  “Oh, yes, I know what you are going to say. Great friends as we were I had never told you that I loved you. But you knew it perfectly well without any mere words of mine; your heart told you so. Though I have never kissed you—never so much as had my arm about your waist—we knew all the time. And I meant to wait till after my long stay in Ireland. Then your father died, and you were penniless, and you disappeared. My dearest girl why did you not tell me?”




  “Because you were poor Ronald. Because I did not want to stand between you and your career. Ada and myself were as proud as we were penniless. And I thought that you would soon forget.”




  “Forget! Impossible to forget you, Jessie. I am not that kind of man. I came here frequently because I was trying to get a diplomatic appointment, through my friend General Maxgregor, in the Asturian service, where there is both trouble and danger and the chance of a future. And every time that I saw Vera Galloway my heart seemed to ache for the sight of you. I told her about you often. Now tell me, why did your pride break down so suddenly to-night? You might have passed for Vera had you not spoken about the roses.”




  “I had the most pressing need of your assistance,” Jessie said hoarsely. “I did not want to disclose myself, but conscience called me imperatively. I dare say you are wondering why I am masquerading here as Miss Galloway, and where she is gone. I cannot tell you. She only found me out to-day, and implored me to come to her and take her place. My decision to do so was not free from sordid consideration. I played my part with success till that scoundrel Mazaroff came along. At present I am in attendance on the Queen of Asturia, who is in one of the rooms overhead with General Maxgregor and a helpless paralytic creature who is no less than the King of Asturia. If you ask me about this mystery I cannot tell you. The whole thing was fixed up in a desperate hurry, and here I am. It was necessary to got Prince Mazaroff out of the way so that the Queen could return without being seen. I should not be surprised to find that Mazaroff was no more than a vulgar Russian spy after all.”




  “I feel pretty well convinced of it,” Hope said. “But how long is this to go on, Jessie?”




  “Till Miss Galloway comes back dressed in the fashion of the Bond-street shopgirl. Then we shall change dresses, and I shall be free to depart.”




  Hope whispered something sweet, and the colour came to Jessie’s cheeks. She was feeling resolute and brave enough now. As she turned and glanced at the upstairs window she saw the light spring up and the blind pulled aside. Then a man, stripped to his shirt and trousers, threw up the window and stood upon the parapet waving his arms wildly and gesticulating the while. A stifled cry came from Jessie’s lips. If the man fell to the ground he would fall on the stone terrace and be killed on the spot.




  [image: ]




  But he did not fall; somebody gripped him from behind, the window was shut, and the blind fell. There was darkness for a few seconds, and then the two flashes of the signal came once more, sharp and imperative.




  V - DEEPER STILL
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  Puzzled, vaguely alarmed, and nervous as she was. Jessie had been still more deeply thrilled could she have seen into the room from whence the signal came. She had escorted the Queen of Asturia there, and subsequently the man known as General Maxgregor, but why they came and why that secret meeting Jessie did not know.




  In some vague way Jessie connected the mystery with the hapless creature whom she knew now to be the King of Asturia. Nor was she far wrong. In the dressing-room beyond the larger room where that strange interview was to take place the hapless man lay on a bed. He might have been dead, so silent was he and so still his breathing. He lay there in his evening dress, but there was nothing about him to speak of his exalted rank. He wore no collar or star or any decoration; he might have been no more than a drunken waiter tossed contemptuously out of the way to lie in a sodden sleep till the effects of his potations passed.




  The sleeper was small of size and mean of face, the weak lips hidden with a ragged red moustache; a thin crop of the same flame-coloured hair was on his head. In fine contrast stood the Queen of Asturia, regally beautiful, perfectly dressed, and flashing with diamonds. There was every inch of a queen. But her face was bitter and hard, her dark eyes flashed.




  “And to think that I am passing my life in peril, ruining my health and shattering my nerves for a creature like that,” she whispered vehemently. “A cowardly, dishonest, drunken hog—a man who is prepared to sacrifice his crown for money to spend on wine and cards. Nay, the crown may be sold by this time for all I know.”




  The figure on the bed stirred just a little. With a look of intense loathing the Queen bent down and laid her head on the sleeper’s breast. It seemed to her that the heart was not moving.




  “He must not die,” she said, passionately. “He must not die—yet. And yet, God help me, I should be the happier for his release. The weary struggle would be over, and I could sleep without the fear of being murdered before my eyes. Oh, why does not Paul come?”




  The words came as if in protest against the speaker’s helplessness. Almost immediately there came a gentle tap at the door, and General Maxgregor entered. A low, fierce cry of delight came from the Queen; she held out a pair of hands that trembled to the newcomer. There was a flush on her beautiful face now, a look of pleasure in the splendid eyes. She was more like a girl welcoming her lover than a Queen awaiting the arrival of a servant.




  “I began to be afraid, Paul,” she said. “You are so very late that I—”




  Paul Maxgregor held the trembling hands in a strong grasp. There was something in his glance that caused the Queen to lower her eyes and her face to flush hotly. It was not the first time that a soldier had aspired to share a throne. There was more than one tradition in the berserker Scotch family to bear out the truth of it. The Maxgregors of Glen had helped to make European history before now, and Paul Maxgregor was not the softest of his race.




  Generally he passed for an Asturian, for he spoke the language perfectly, having been in the service of that turbulent State for the last twenty odd years. There was always fighting in the Balkans, and the pay had attracted Paul Maxgregor in his earliest days. But though his loyalty had never been called in question, he was still a Briton to the backbone.




  “I could not come before, Margaret,” he said. “There were other matters. But why did you bring him here? Surely Lord Merehaven does not know that our beloved ruler—”




  “He doesn’t, Paul. But I had to be here and play my part. And there came news that the King was in some gambling house with a troupe of that arch fiend’s spies. The police helped me, and I dragged him out and I brought him here by way of the garden. Vera Galloway did the rest. I dared not leave that man behind me, I dared not trust a single servant I possess. So I smuggled the King here and I sent for you. He is very near to death to-night.”




  “Let him die!” Paul Maxgregor cried. “Let the carrion perish. Then you can seat yourself on the throne of Asturia, and I will see that you don’t want for a following.”




  The Queen looked up with a mournful smile on her face. There was one friend here whom she could trust, and she knew it well. Her hands were still held by those of Maxgregor.




  “You are too impetuous, Paul,” she said softly. “I know that you are devoted to me, that you—you love me—”




  “I love you with my whole heart and soul, sweetheart,” Maxgregor whispered. “I have loved you since the day you came down from your father’s castle in the hills to wed the drunken rascal who lies there heedless of his peril. The Maxgregors have ever been rash where their affections were concerned. And even before you became Erno’s bride I warned you what to expect. I would have taken you off then and there and married you, even though I had lost my career and all Europe would have talked of the scandal. But your mind was fixed upon saving Asturia from Russia, and you refused. Not because you did not love me—”




  The queen smiled faintly. This handsome, impetuous, headstrong soldier spoke no more than the truth. And she was only a friendless, desperate woman after all.




  “I must go on, Paul,” she said. “My duty lies plainly before me. Suppose Erno dies? He may die to-night. And if he does, what will happen? As sure as you and I stand at this moment here, Russia will produce some document purporting to be signed by the king. The forgery will be a clever one, but it will be a forgery all the same. It will be proved that Erno has sold his country, the money will be traced to him, and Russia will take possession of those Southern passes. This information comes from a sure hand. And if Russia can make out a case like this, Europe will not interfere. Spies everywhere will make out that I had a hand in the business, and all my work will be in vain. Think of it, Paul—put your own feelings aside for a moment. Erno must not die.”




  Maxgregor paced up and down the room with long, impatient strides. The pleading voice of the queen had touched him. When he spoke again his tone was calmer.




  “You are right,” he said. “Your sense of duty and honour make me ashamed. Mind you, were the king to die I should be glad. I would take you out of the turmoil of all this, and you would be happy for the first time in your life. We are wasting valuable time. See here.”




  As Maxgregor spoke he took a white package from his pocket and tore off the paper. Two small bottles were disclosed. The General drew the cork from one of them.




  “I got this from Dr. Salerno—I could not find Dr. Varney,” he explained—“and as for our distinguished drunkard—he takes one. The other is to be administered drop by drop every ten minutes. Salerno told me that the next orgie like this was pretty sure to be fatal. He said he had made the remedy strong.”




  The smaller bottle was opened, and Maxgregor proceeded to raise the head of the sleeping figure. He tilted up the phial and poured the contents down the sleeper’s throat. He coughed and gurgled, but he managed to swallow it down. Then there was a faint pulsation of the rigid limbs, the white, mean face took on a tinge as if the blood were flowing again. Presently a pair of bloodshot eyes were opened and looked dully round the room. The king sat up and shuddered.




  “What have you given me?” he asked fretfully. “My mouth is on fire. Fetch me champagne, brandy, anything that tastes of drink. What are you staring at, fool? Don’t you see him over there? He’s got a knife in his hand—he’s all dressed in red. He’s after me!”




  With a yell the unhappy man sprang from the bed and flew to the window. The spring blind shot up and the casement was forced back before Maxgregor could interfere. Another moment and the madman would have been smashed on the flagstones below. With something that sounded like an oath Maxgregor dashed forward only just in time. His strong hands reached the drink-soddened maniac back, the casement was shut down, but in the heat and excitement of the moment the blind remained up, so that it was just possible from the terrace at the end of the garden to see into the room.




  But this Maxgregor had not time to notice. He had the ruler of Asturia back on the bed now, weak and helpless and almost collapsed after his outburst of violence. The delusion of the red figure with the knife had passed for a moment, and the king’s eyes were closed. Yet his heart was beating now, and he bore something like the semblance of a man.




  “And to think that on a wretch like that the fate of the kingdom hangs,” Maxgregor said sadly. “You can leave him to me, Margaret, for the time being. Your absence will be noticed by Mazaroff and the rest. Give the signal…Why doesn’t that girl come?”




  But the signal was repeated twice with no sign of the sham Miss Galloway.




  VI - THE PERIL SPEAKS
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  The two conspirators exchanged uneasy glances. The king seemed to have dropped off again into a heavy sleep, for his chest was rising steadily. Evidently the powerful drug had done its work. Maxgregor had opened the second phial, and had already began to drop the spots at intervals on the sleeping man’s lips.




  “There must be something wrong,” the queen said anxiously. “I am sure Miss Galloway is quite to be relied upon. She knew that she had to wait. They—why does she not come?”




  “Watched, probably,” Maxgregor said between his teeth. “There are many spies about. This delay may cause serious trouble, but you must not return back by yourself. Try again.”




  Once more the signal was tried, and after the lapse of an anxious moment a knock came at the door. The queen crossed rapidly and opened it. Jessie stood there a little flushed and out of breath.




  “I could not come before,” she explained. “A man found me by the fountain. I can hardly tell you why, but I am quite sure that he is your enemy. If you knew Prince Boris Mazaroff—”




  “You did wisely,” the queen said. “I know Mazaroff quite well, and certainly he is no friend of mine or of my adopted country. You did not let him see you come?”




  “No, I had to wait till there was a chance to get rid of him, madame. A friend came to my assistance, and Lord Merehaven was impressed into the service. Mazaroff will not trouble us for some little time; he will not be free before you regain the salon. And this gentleman—”




  “Will have to stay here. He has to look after the king. Lock the door, Paul.”




  Maxgregor locked the door behind the queen and Jessie. They made their way quickly into the garden again without being seen. It was well that no time was lost, for the concert in the salon was just over, and the guests were beginning to troop out into the open air. The night was so calm and warm that it was possible to sit outside. Already a small army of footmen were coming with refreshments. The queen slipped away and joined a small party of the diplomatic circle, but the warm pressure of her hand and the radiancy of her smile testified to her appreciation of Jessie’s services.




  The girl was feeling uneasy and nervous now. She was wondering what was going to happen next. She slipped away from the rest and sauntered down a side path that led to a garden grove. Her head was in a maze of confusion now. She had practically eaten nothing all day; she was feeling the want of food now. She sat down on a rustic seat and laid her aching head back.




  Presently two men passed her, one old and grey and distinguished-looking, whom she had no difficulty in recognising as Lord Merehaven. Nor was Jessie in the least surprised to see that his companion was Prince Mazaroff. The two men were talking earnestly together.




  “I assure you, my Lord. I am speaking no more than the truth,” Mazaroff said eagerly. “The secret treaty between Russia and Asturia over those passes is ready for signature. It was handed to King Erno only to-day, and he promised to read it and return it signed in the morning.”




  “Provided that he is in a position to sign,” Lord Merehaven said drily.




  “Just so, my Lord. Under that treaty Russia gets the Southern passes. Once that is a fact, the fate of Asturia is sealed. You can see that, of course?”




  “Yes, I can see that, Prince. It is a question of absorbing Asturia. I would give a great deal for a few words now with the King of Asturia.”




  “I dare say,” Mazaroff muttered. “So would I for that matter. But nobody knows where he is. He has a knack of mysteriously disappearing when on one of his orgies. The last time he was discovered in Paris in a drinking den, herding with some of the worst characters in Europe. At the present moment his suite are looking for him everywhere. You see, he has that treaty in his pocket—.”




  Lord Merehaven turned in his stride and muttered that he must see to something immediately. Mazaroff refrained from following, saying that he would smoke a cigarette in the seclusion of the garden. The light from a lamp fell on the face of the Russian, and Jessie could plainly see the evil triumph there.




  “The seed has fallen on fruitful ground,” Mazaroff laughed. “That pompous old ass will—Igon! What is it?”




  Another figure appeared out of the gloom and stood before Mazaroff. The newcomer might have been an actor from his shaven face and alert air. He was in evening dress, and wore a collar of some order.




  “I followed you,” the man addressed as Igon said. “What am I looking so annoyed about? Well, you will look quite as much annoyed my friend, when you hear the news. We’ve lost the king.”




  Something like an oath rose to Mazaroff’s lips. He glanced angrily at his companion.




  “The thing is impossible,” he said. “Why, I saw the king myself at four o’clock this afternoon in a state of hopeless intoxication. It was I who lured him from his hotel with the story of some wonderful dancing he was going to see, with a prospect of some gambling to follow. I spoke in glowing terms of the marvellous excellence of the champagne. I said he would have to be careful, as the police have their eyes on the place. Disguised as a waiter the king left his hotel and joined me. I saw him helplessly drunk, and I came away with instructions that the king was to be carefully watched, and that he was not to be allowed to leave. Don’t stand there and tell me that my carefully planned coup of so many weeks has failed.”




  “I do tell you that, and the sooner you realise it the better,” the other man said. “We put the king to bed and locked the door on the outside. Just before dusk the police raided the place—”




  “By what right? It is a private house. Nothing has ever taken place there that the police object to. Of course, it was quite a fairy tale that I pitched to the King of Asturia.”




  “Well, there it is,” the other said gloomily. “The police raided the place. Possibly somebody put them up to it. That Maxgregor is a devil of a fellow, who finds out everything. They found nothing, and went off professing to be satisfied. And when I unlocked the door to see we hadn’t gone too far with the king, he had vanished. I only found them out a little time ago, and I came to you at once. Not being an invited guest, I did not run the risk of coming to the house, but I got over the garden wall from the stables beyond, and here I am. It’s no use blaming me, Mazaroff; I could not have helped it—nobody could have helped it.”




  Mazaroff paced up and down the gravel walk anxiously. His gloomy brows were knitted into a frown. A little while later and his face cleared again.




  “I begin to see my way,” he said. “We have people here to deal with cleverer than I anticipated. There is no time to be lost, Igon. Come this way.”




  The two rascals disappeared, leaving Jessie more mystified than ever. Then she rose to her feet in her turn, and made her way towards the house. At any rate, she had made a discovery worth knowing. It seemed to be her duty to tell the queen what she had discovered. But the queen seemed to have vanished, for Jessie could not find her in the grounds of the house. As she came out of the hall she saw Ronald Hope, who appeared to be looking for somebody.




  “I wanted you,” he said in an undertone. “An explanation is due to me. You were going to tell me everything. I have never come across a more maddening mystery than this, Jessie.”




  “Don’t even whisper my name,” the girl said. “I will tell you everything presently. Meanwhile, I shall be very glad if you will tell me where I can find the Queen of Asturia.”




  “She has gone,” was the unexpected reply. “She was talking to Lady Merehaven when a messenger came with a big letter. The queen glanced at it, and ordered her carriage at once. She went quite suddenly. I hope there is nothing wrong, but from the expression of your face—”




  “I hope my face is not as eloquent as all that,” Jessie said. “What I have to say to the queen will keep, or the girl I am impersonating can carry the information. Let us go out into the garden, where we can talk freely. I am doing a bold thing, Ronald, and—what is it?”




  A footman was handing a letter for Jessie on a tray. The letter was addressed to Miss Galloway, and just for an instant Jessie hesitated. The letter might be quite private.




  “Delivered by the young person from Bond-street, Miss,” the footman said. “The young person informed me that she hoped to come back with all that you required in an hour, Miss. Meanwhile, she seemed anxious for you to get this letter.”




  “What a complication it all is,” Jessie said as she tore open the envelope and read the contents under the big electrics in the hall. “This is another mystery, Ronald. Read it.”




  Ronald Hope leaned over Jessie’s shoulder and read as follows:—




  “At all hazards go up to the bedroom where the king is, and warn the General he is watched. Implore him for heaven’s sake and his own to pull down the blind!”




  VII - “UNEASY LIES THE HEAD”
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  Jessie crushed the paper carelessly in the palm of her hand. Her impulse was, of course, to destroy the letter, seeing that the possession of it was not unattended with danger, but there was no chance at present. The thing would have to be burnt to make everything safe.




  “How long since the note came?” she asked the footman with an assumption of displeasure. “Really, these tradespeople are most annoying.”




  The footman was understood to say that the note had only just arrived, that it had been left by the young person herself with an intimation that she would return presently. To all of this Jessie listened with a well-acted impatience.




  “I suppose I shall have to put up with it,” she said. “You know where to ask the girl if she comes. That will do. What were we talking about, Captain Hope?”




  It was admirably done, as Ronald Hope was fain to admit. But he did not like it, and he did not hesitate to say so. He wanted to know what it all meant. And he spoke as one who has every right to know.




  “I can hardly tell you,” Jessie said unsteadily. “Events are moving so fast to-night that they are getting on my nerves. Meanwhile, you seem to know General Maxgregor very well—you say that you are anxious to obtain a post in the Asturian service. That means, of course, that you know something of the history of the country. The character of the king, for instance—”




  “Bad,” Hope said tersely, “very bad, indeed. A drunkard, a rogue, and a traitor. It is for the queen’s sake that I turn to Asturia.”




  “I can quite understand that. Queen Margaret of Asturia seems very fortunate in her friends. Look at this. Then put it in your pocket, and take the first opportunity of destroying it.”




  And Jessie handed the mysterious note to Ronald, who read it again with a puzzled air.




  “That came from Vera Galloway,” the girl explained. “She is close by, but she does not seem to have finished her task yet. Why I am here playing her part I cannot say. But there it is. This letter alludes to General Maxgregor, who is upstairs in one of the rooms in close attendance on the King of Asturia, who is suffering from one of his alcoholic attacks. Do you think that it is possible for anybody to see into the room?”




  “Certainly,” Ronald replied. “For instance, there are terraces at the end of the garden made to hide the mews at the back from overlooking the grounds. An unseen foe hidden there in the trees, with a good glass, may discover a good deal. Vera Galloway knows that, or she would not have sent you that note. You had better see to it at once.”




  Jessie hurried away, having first asked Hope to destroy the note. The door of the room containing the king was locked, and Jessie had to rap upon it more than once before it was opened. A voice inside demanded her business.




  “I came with a message from the queen,” she whispered. She was in a hurry, and there was always the chance of the servants coming along. “Please let me in.”




  Very cautiously the door was opened. General Maxgregor stood there with a bottle in his hand. His face was deadly pale, and his hand shook as if he had a great fear of something. The fear was physical, or Jessie was greatly mistaken.




  “What has happened?” she asked. “Tell me, what has frightened you so terribly.”




  “Frightened!” Maxgregor stammered. It seemed odd at the moment to think of this man as one of the bravest and most dashing cavalry officers in Europe. “I don’t understand what you mean?”




  With just a gesture of scorn Jessie indicated the cheval glass opposite. As Maxgregor glanced at the polished mirror he saw a white, ghastly face, wet with sweat, and with a furtive, shrinking look in the eyes. He passed the back of his hand over his moist forehead.




  “You are quite right,” he said. “I had not known—I could not tell. And I have been passing through one of the fiercest temptations that ever lured a man to the edge of the Pit. You are brave and strong, Miss Galloway, and already yon have given evidences of your devotion to the queen. Look there!” With loathing and contempt Maxgregor indicated the bed on which the King of Asturia was lying. The pitiful, mean, low face and its frame of shock red hair did not appeal to Jessie.




  “Not like one’s recognized notion of royalty,” she said.




  “Royalty! The meanest beggar that haunts the gutter is a prince compared to him. He drinks, he gambles, he is preparing to barter his crown for a mess of pottage. And the fellow’s heart is hopelessly weak. At any moment he may die, and the heart of the queen will be broken. Not for him, but for the sake of her people. You see this bottle in my hand?”




  “Yes,” Jessie whispered. “It might be a poison, and you—and you—”




  “Might be a poisoner,” Maxgregor laughed uneasily. “The reverse is the case. I have to administer the bottle drop by drop till it is exhausted, and if I fail the king dies. Miss Galloway, when you came into the room you were face to face with a murderer.”




  “You mean to say,” Jessie stammered, “that you were going to refrain from—from—”




  “That was it, though you hesitate to say the word. I had only to get rid of the contents of that bottle and let it be tacitly understood that the patient had taken his medicine. In an hour he would be dead—his heart would have given way under the strain. The world would have been well rid of a scoundrel, and I should never have been found out. The queen would have regained her freedom at the loss of Asturia. And I would have consoled her—I could have healed the wound.”




  The last words came with a fierce indrawing of the speaker’s breath. One glance at his face and Jessie knew everything. She could feel for the long-drawn agony of the strong man’s temptation. She loved herself, and she could realise it all. There was nothing but pity in her heart.




  “I understand,” she said. “Oh, I understand perfectly. I came in time to save you. General Maxgregor, this matter must never be alluded to between us again. The temptation is past now, I am certain. A brave and good soldier like you—but I am forgetting. I did not come to you from the queen as I said, because the queen has already departed. I had an urgent message from some unknown friend who desires me to say that you have left the blind up.”




  “Bless me! and is that really a fact?” Maxgregor exclaimed. “And it is quite possible for anyone to see into this room from the terrace at the end of the garden. I used to play here as a boy. There are many spies about to-night. I am glad you reminded me.”




  Maxgregor crossed over to the window and laid his hand on the blind. As he stood there with the light behind him his figure was picked out clear and sharp. The blind came down with a rush, there was a little tinkle of glass, and the General staggered back with his hand to his shoulder. A moan of palm escaped him as he collapsed into a chair.




  “What is it?” Jessie asked anxiously. “Pray tell me what is the matter. That broken glass—”
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  “A bullet,” Maxgregor whispered between his teeth, that were clenched in pain. “As I stood in the window somebody fired at me from the garden. It must have been a watcher hidden amongst the trees on the terrace. A little more to the left and my career had been ended.”




  The man had obtained a grip of himself now, but he was evidently suffering intense pain. A dark stain of red broke out on the left side of his coat.




  “I have been hit in the shoulder,” he said. “I have no doubt that it is little more than a flesh wound, but it is bleeding, and I feel faint. I once lay on the battlefield all night with such a wound, so that I can put up with it. Please leave me alone for a moment; do not think of me at all. It is just the time for the King to have another dose of those drops. There is no help for it now, Miss Galloway. You must stay and give the King his medicine until it is all gone. Meanwhile I can only sit here and suffer. For Heaven’s sake, never mind me.”




  Jessie took the bottle from the hand of the stricken man, and walked to the bed. She marvelled at the steadiness of her own hand. The drops fell on the lips of the sleeping man, who was now breathing regularly. Half an hour passed, and then the bottle was empty.




  “I have done my task.” Jessie said. “What next? Shall I call Lord Merehaven—”




  “Not for worlds,” Maxgregor whispered fiercely. “He must not know. We must wait till the house is quiet. There is no occasion……how faint and giddy I am. If there was only one man whom I could trust at this critical moment.”




  VIII - THE VERY MAN
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  Jessie thought for a moment, then a brilliant inspiration came to her. She touched Maxgregor on the arm.




  “I have the very man,” she said. “You know him; he is a good and efficient soldier. Moreover, he is anxious to obtain a post in the Asturian army. He is a great friend of mine—Captain Ronald Hope.”




  “You are a veritable angel of mercy and courage,” Maxgregor cried. “There is no man I would sooner trust in a crisis like this than Captain Hope. Will you take long to find him?”




  Jessie engaged to have Ronald in the room in five minutes. She crept down the stairs as if listless and bored with everything, but her heart was beating thick and fast. There was no trouble in finding Ronald, who advanced towards the stairs at Jessie’s signal. She wasted no words in idle explanation, but led him directly to the room where Maxgregor was waiting.




  “We seem to have dropped into a murderous gang,” he said, when the hurried explanation was finished. “Do you think those fellows know everything, General?”




  “I fancy they know a great deal,” Maxgregor muttered. “They know that they will be more safe if I am out of the way, and they have a pretty good notion of the identity of the poor fool lying on the bed yonder. If we could only get him away! He had no business to come here at all, and yet the queen could not do anything else. If we could only get him away!”




  “Wouldn’t it come to the same thing if those murderous ruffians merely thought that the king had gone?” Jessie asked. “Then in the dead of the night I could manage the real removal. If I could show you a way of throwing dust in the eyes of those people—”




  “You have a plan?” Maxgregor said. “A clever woman against the world! Say on.”




  “My plan is a very simple one,” Jessie said. “Before long the grounds will be deserted for supper. There will be nobody in the garden at all. Supper is at midnight. Change clothes with the king, though it will be a tight fit for you, General. Then you can descend by the balcony to the garden. Go to the gate that leads into the lane beyond, walk as if you were under the influence of recent potations. At the end of the lane are cabs. Take one and go to your chambers and send for a doctor. Doubtless you will be followed by another cab by whoever was, or rather is, in the garden, but I will see that the murderer is delayed. Later on Captain Hope and myself will decide what is to be done with the king.”




  The plan was simple, but quite sufficient for the circumstances. Jessie retired into the dressing-room whilst the change was being made. She was not sorry for a little time to collect her thoughts. It seemed to her that she had lived for a century since the few hours before when Madame Malmaison had given her a curt dismissal. A lifetime had been crushed into minutes. The girl was being taxed now to the utmost limit of her strength. She longed for Vera Galloway’s return.




  Still, she had achieved her object; she was likely to be free from anxiety for some time to come, and best of all, she had found Ronald Hope again. It was good to know that he had loved her all along, and that he had not once faltered in his allegiance. It was worth a great deal to know that.




  A whisper behind the door of the dressing room, and Jessie was herself again. The change had been made, and the king had fallen into his stupor once more. General Maxgregor looked pinched and confined in the dress of his king, but that would pass in the dark. His face was deadly white, too, which was all in his favour. The wound had ceased to bleed, but the pain was still there.




  “I am quite ready,” he whispered, “when you think that the coast is clear.”




  The house was growing noisy again as the guests filed into supper. Jessie ventured into the corridor presently and looked out into the grounds. So far as she could see the place was empty. She would go and take her place by the door leading into the lane, and the General was to follow a little later. Would Ronald lend her half a sovereign? Jessie shuddered and turned a little pale as she pushed through the belt of trees behind the terrace, for the would-be murderer might have been lurking there at that moment.




  From where she stood she could see Maxgregor coming in her direction. He walked unsteadily; there was no reason to sham intoxication, for his wound did that for him. It was only the iron nerve of the man that kept him going at all. Jessie was thankful at length to see that Maxgregor had reached the door. At the end of the lane two hansoms were standing. The General stumbled into one of them and was driven rapidly away. Then, as Jessie had confidently anticipated, another figure emerged as if from the door of the garden and hailed the other hansom. Doubtless the idea was to keep the General’s cab in sight and track him to his destination, under the impression that the King of Asturia was in the first hansom.




  But Jessie was resolved to frustrate that. She stepped quickly forward and hailed the other cab. Then for the first time she saw that the newcomer was not, as she expected, a man, but a woman. She was tall and fair, and exceedingly good looking.




  “I particularly want that cab,” she said coolly. “I put up my hand first.”




  The speaker used good English, Jessie noticed, though with a lisp. Without waiting to combat the point, Jessie jumped into the cab.




  “There is another a little way down the lane,” she said. “I am in a hurry, or I would wait. Please drive me to 14 Albert Mansions, Hyde Park.”




  With a sort of smothered exclamation, the other hurried down the lane. The cabman again asked where he was to go. He had not caught the direction, he said.




  “I don’t want to go anywhere,” Jessie said coolly, as she came to the ground again. “Take this half sovereign, and drive some distance, say a mile, at a good pace. And if you can possibly prevent that woman behind catching the first cab so much the better. Now bang your doors to and be off.”




  With a grin the cabman touched his cap, the door banged, and the hansom set off as if the fare were in a breakneck hurry. Standing well back in the doorway Jessie had the satisfaction of seeing the fair woman flash by her presently on her futile errand. She had saved the situation for the present. Nobody guessed where the King of Asturia was, and the spy had gone off on a false errand altogether. No doubt the would-be assassin had departed by this time.




  In a fever of impatience Ronald Hope awaited Jessie at the steps of the balcony. The gardens were quite deserted by this time, so that it was possible to talk in safety.




  “He got clear off,” Jessie said, not without a little pardonable pride. “As I expected, an attempt was made to follow him, only fortunately there were only two hansoms in the lane, and I took the second one and pretended to drive away whilst the spy was hurrying elsewhere in search of a conveyance. That was what I wanted your half sovereign for, Ronald.”




  “And the spy?” Ronald asked. “What sort of a follow was he?”




  “It was not a fellow at all. The spy was a woman, and a very nice looking one, too. Tall and fair, with rather a patrician cast of features. But I should know her again.”




  “And now you are going to tell me everything, dearest,” Ronald said.




  “Indeed I am not going to do anything of the sort just at present,” Jessie said. “I don’t want anybody to see me talking to you in this fashion when everybody is at supper. Recollect that I am Miss Vera Galloway, and that I am supposed to know of a certain Charles Maxwell whose friends may make mischief for him. I shall go into supper and indeed, Ronald, a little food and a glass of wine are absolute necessities, for my legs are trembling as if I had walked too far. Have patience.”




  Ronald bent and kissed the speaker with a fervent hope that everything would end well.




  Jessie slipped into the supper room presently and took her seat at a table with three other people who welcomed her heartily. She had not the least idea who they were but they evidently knew Vera Galloway very well indeed. Some of the questions were very awkward ones for the girl to reply to.




  “My dear friends,” she said. “I am ravenously hungry. Positively, I have a country appetite. A little of the chicken and salad and just a glass of champagne. I am not going to answer any questions till I have had my supper. Go on with your gossip.”




  In spite of her anxiety Jessie made a hearty supper. She was glad presently when a footman came up to her with a message. She hoped that Vera Galloway in the guise of a shop-girl had come back. But it was not the real Vera, it was only an intimation to the effect that a district messenger boy was waiting to see Miss Vera Galloway in the hall. Hurriedly Jessie passed out.




  “Charing Cross ‘Ospital, Miss,” the lad said as he touched his cap. “Young person from a shop. Had a nasty accident; run over by a cab. Said as they was to let you know as how she could not come to-night and see to your hat as arranged.”




  Jessie checked a wild burst of hysterical laughter. She was in a pretty predicament indeed.




  She was not even aware of Vera’s maid’s name. She would write a letter to Vera asking for definite instructions. The note was despatched at length, and Jessie came into the hall with a feeling of wonder as to what was going to happen next. She was glad to find Ronald Hope awaiting her.




  “There are lines of anxiety on your face,” he said. “I shall be very glad when the real Vera Galloway comes back and enables that ‘young person’ Jessie Harcourt to depart in peace. Let me know when the time comes, so that I can escort you back to your lodgings and talk matters over with you and Ada.”




  “There is not the slightest chance of your doing that to-night, Ronald,” Jessie said, repressing a wild desire to laugh. “My dear boy, this thing is developing from one adventure to a hideous nightmare. Of course, I haven’t the remotest idea what Miss Galloway had in her mind when she brought me here, but I have just heard that she has met with an accident which will detain her in Charing Cross Hospital till the end of the week.”




  “Which means that you must carry on the masquerade till then?”




  “Which means that I must try, which is a very different thing altogether. I can only clear myself by confessing the truth, and thereby getting Miss Galloway into serious trouble. She is a good girl, and I am certain that she is up to no wrong. She is making a great sacrifice for the sake of somebody else. If I tell the truth, that sacrifice will be in vain. Ronald, tell me what I am to do for the best.”




  But Ronald Hope had no advice to offer. The situation was beyond the wildest dreams of fiction. He could only shrug his shoulders and hope for the best. There was nothing for it now but to sit down and watch the progress of events.




  “Let us go and enjoy ourselves,” Ronald said. “I feel horribly guilty over the whole thing, especially as Lady Merehaven is such a dear good friend of mine. Is that a band I can hear in the garden? Let us walk about, and pretend that we are perfectly gay and happy.”




  Supper was over by this time, and the guests all over the house and grounds. Jessie thought of that white, silent form sleeping in the room where she had conducted the Queen of Asturia and General Maxgregor. A sudden thought had come to her.




  “I can’t do it, Ronald,” she said. “Practically, I am left guardian of a king. I, who was only this morning quite content to try on bonnets in a Bond-street shop! It seems almost incredible, but the fact remains. If his majesty wakes up, and takes it in his head to appear!”




  “By Jove!” Ronald said thoughtfully. “I have never thought of that. What are you going to do?”




  “Run upstairs again and see that the king is all right. Then there is another matter that has entirely escaped my attention in the new complication—General Maxgregor. He went away from here badly hurt and in great pain. He may have fainted in the cab—he may be dead, perhaps. Ronald, you must be guided by me. You have the run of the house—you seem to come and go as you like.”




  “I have had the run of the house since I was a kid in knickerbockers, Jessie.”




  “Very good. Then you are to go at once to the General’s lodgings, and see that everything is being done for him. Then come back and report progress. Go at once, please.”




  Ronald departed obediently. As Jessie crossed the room in the direction of the house, three girls stood in her way. She would have passed them for strangers, but they held on to her in a manner so familiar that Jessie realised they were friends of Vera Galloway’s.




  “What is the matter with the girl to-night,” one of them cried gaily. “There is a frown on her brow, there are lines on her cheeks. Is it Tommy or Larry that causes the trouble?”




  Jessie laughed in affected good humour, wondering all the while who Tommy and Larry might be. The question was pressed again, and there was nothing but to answer it.




  “Oh, they are all right,” she said in an off-hand way. “Haven’t you seen them to-night?”




  “To-night!” one of the girls cried. “When? On one of the tables after the sugar? Positively, I am Jealous of your Larry. But he would not have done so well at Brighton if Lionel had been there.”




  “Possibly not,” Jessie admitted. “As Tommy said to me—”




  “Tommy said to you!” laughed another of the girls. “Oh, you people are absurd over your pets. Cats are all very well in their way, but whilst there are dogs and horses—”




  Jessie felt an inclination to embrace the speaker who had quite innocently helped her out of the hole. It was quite evident that Tommy and Larry were two pet cats belonging to Miss Galloway. The Lionel in question, whose absence from Brighton—presumably at a show—was evidently a pet of the tall girl with the very nice blue eyes. The incident was farcical enough, but the incidents came so fast that they were beginning to get on Jessie’s nerves.




  “I’ll come and see Lionel soon, if I may,” she said. “Is that Lady Longmarsh over there? I have been looking for her all the evening.”




  And Jessie managed to slip away into the house. Here and there some or another smiled at her and asked her questions that she found it difficult to parry, chaff and badinage that would have been easy to Vera Galloway, though they were as Greek to her double.




  “I can positively feel my hair turning grey,” Jessie said to herself as she crept up the stairs. The thought of carrying on this imposition till the end of the week was appalling. “I shall have to invent a bad turn of neuralgia, and stay in my bedroom till Saturday. Vera is a society girl, and surely has many social engagements, and I don’t even know what her programme for to-morrow is.”




  Jessie slipped into the room where the king lay. He looked grotesque enough in Maxgregor’s uniform, and not in the least like a ruler. So far as Jessie could see, the poor creature looked like sleeping a long time yet. The danger of collapse was past for the present, but the deep sleep of utter intoxication still clung to the ruler of Asturia. For some time, at any rate, there was no expectation of danger in that quarter. And there was always Ronald Hope to fall back upon. When everybody had gone, which was not likely to be very soon, the king would be smuggled out of the house. The Queen of Asturia had gone off in a hurry, but she was pretty certain to send instructions by somebody. The man on the bed turned and muttered something in his sleep.




  “Don’t let anybody know,” he said. “He’s at Charleston-street, No. 15. Always manage it that way. Give me some more of it. Out of the other bottle.”




  The voice trailed off in a murmur, and the deep sleep fell again. Jessie crept away and locked the door. Down in the hall a great throng of guests passed from the room into the garden and back again. At the back of the press Jessie caught sight of a tall, stately figure, with the light falling on her glorious hair and sparkling on her diamond tiara. Jessie’s heart gave a great leap; she felt that the needed aid was close at hand.




  “Heaven be praised!” she said. “The queen has returned again. What does she know, I wonder?”




  IX - “PONGO”
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  The Queen of Asturia was back again surely enough, smiling as if she had not a trouble in the world. Lady Merehaven was listening to what she had to say.




  “I found that I had to return,” she was murmuring. “I am searching for a will-o’-the-wisp, I was told that I should find him at the Duchess of Norton’s, but he had been called away from there. There was a case needing his urgent attention at Charing Cross Hospital. I was told that subsequent to that matter my will-o’-the wisp was coming on here positively. Have you seen Dr. Varney?”




  Lady Merehaven had not seen the distinguished physician, but he had certainly promised to look in at Merehaven House in the course of the evening. Despite his position and many affairs. Dr. Varney was a man who prided himself upon keeping his social engagements, and he was certain to appear. It seemed to Jessie that the queen seemed to be relieved about something. She had never ceased to smile, but there was an expression of sudden fierce gladness in her eyes. As she looked up her glance took in Jessie. There was a quick signal, the uplifting of a bouquet, and that was all.




  But Jessie understood that the queen wanted to speak to her without delay. The opportunity came presently, for Lady Merehaven was called away, leaving a pompous old diplomat to wait on the queen. It was an easy matter to send him in quest of lemonade, and then as the bouquet was lifted again, Jessie crossed over rapidly to the side of the queen.




  “Tell me all that has happened,” she commanded swiftly, fiercely almost, though the smile never left her face. She might have been discussing the most trivial of topics. “I was called away, I had to go. I am at the beck and call of people like a footman.”




  “You have not seen or heard anything, madame?” Jessie asked.




  “Did I not tell you so? Forgive my temper, but I am harassed and worried to death. Is everything going all right?”




  “Up to the present, madame,” Jessie proceeded to explain. “It was unfortunate that the blind in the room upstairs was not pulled down. I had a warning about that, so I proceeded to the bedroom. General Maxgregor was giving those drops to the king, out of the little bottle—”




  “Yes, yes. And were they all administered? Heaven forgive me for asking the question, but I think that had I been in General Maxgregor’s place, I—but I talk nonsense. Were they all—?”




  “Everyone of them. I administered the last few drops myself. I had to, for the simple reason that General Maxgregor was wounded. The blind was up, and somebody shot at the General from the garden, from the high terrace at the end of the garden.”




  “Ah! Well, it is only what I expected, after all. The General—was he badly hit?”




  “In the shoulder. He said it was only a flesh wound, but evidently he was in great pain. You see, after that the General had to go away at once. At my suggestion he changed clothes with the king, and I managed to get him away, all staggering and ill as he was, by way of the garden.”




  “You are a brave and true friend—God bless you! But there was the danger of being followed, Vera.”




  “I thought of that. There were two hansoms in the lane, and I put the supposed king into one of them and gave the cabman the address of the General’s lodgings. As I expected, somebody appeared and attempted to obtain the use of the other cab, but I was too quick for the foe. I gave the cabman money and told him to drive on as if he carried a fare, and the spy was baffled.”




  “Wonderful! I shall never forget your service to me and to Asturia. What was the man like who—”




  “It was not a man at all, madame,” Jessie proceeded to explain. “It was a woman. She was tall and fair, and exceedingly beautiful. I should not have any difficulty in recognising her again.”




  The queen expressed her satisfaction, nor did she seem in the least surprised to find that the spy was a woman.




  “I am very sorry about the accident to the General,” she said thoughtfully. “But it only tends to show you what we have to guard against. I must go to the General as soon as possible. He may be very ill.”




  “I have already sent,” Jessie said. “To a great extent I had to confide in somebody. I told my friend Captain Ronald Hope all that was necessary, and he is on his way to the General’s now. Captain Hope is also a great friend of General Maxgregor, and is, I know, very anxious to find a post in the Asturian army. Perhaps your majesty may know him?”




  The queen smiled and nodded. Evidently the name of Ronald was quite familiar to her. Then she went on to ask after the health of the king. Her face changed to a bitter smile as Jessie proceeded to say what she had done in that direction.




  “I shall know how to act in the future,” the queen said, “once the crisis is over. But there are people waiting to talk to me, and who are wondering why I am wasting my time on a mere girl like you when I have the privilege of their society. If they only knew!”




  Jessie passed on, feeling that she was dismissed for the present. She wandered aimlessly into the garden; there was a good deal of noise and laughter going on behind the terrace. The little door lending to the lane was open, and from the far side came the hiss of a motor.




  “Have you come to join the fun, Vera?” a girl who was a total stranger to Jessie asked. “We are having larks on Pongo’s motor-car. But now that you have come, Pongo will have eyes for nobody else.”




  Jessie wondered who Pongo was, and whether any tender passages had passed between him and Miss Galloway. Possibly not, for Vera was not the class of girl who made herself a familiar footing with the type of young man who allows himself to be christened by so characteristic a name.




  “Doin’ it for a charity,” a typical Johnny drawled as the car pulled up. Jessie recognised the Bond-street type of rich fool who is flattered for his money. “Get in, Miss Vera. Take you as far as Piccadilly and back for a shilling. Society for Lost Dogs, you know.”




  Jessie promptly accepted the offer, for a wild, brilliant scheme had come into her head. The motor flashed along before there was time for anybody else to get in.




  “Not as far as Piccadilly,” Jessie said. “Only to the end of the lane and back. I can’t stay at present, Pongo. But if I come back presently, do you think you could get rid of the others and take me as far as Charing Cross Hospital? It’s for the sake of a bet, you know.”




  Pongo, who’s other name Jessie had not the slightest idea of, grinned with pleasure. The more ridiculous the thing, the more it appealed to his peculiar nature. He would keep his car at the end of the lane and wait for Miss Galloway an hour if necessary. The mention of his pet name and the flash from Jessie’s eyes had utterly overcome him.




  “Anything you like,” he said. “Streets quiet, and all that; take you to Charing Cross and back before you could say Jack Robinson, don’t you know. Only I’d like to make the journey slow, don’t you know.”




  Jessie laughed a response to the meaning-less chatter of her companion. She was going to do a foolish and most certainly a desperate thing, but there was no help for it. Back in the house again she could see a little man with a fine head and a grey beard talking to the queen. There was no need to tell Jessie that this was Doctor Varney, for she knew the great physician well by sight. She was going to speak to him presently and get an order, late as it was, for her to see a patient in the hospital. She knew quite well that it was no use her trying to get into the big establishment at that hour without a special permit, and it would be no fault of hers if that permit did not emanate from Dr. Varney.




  The little man’s powerful voice boomed out, but ever and again it was dropped at some quiet question from the queen. Presently the doctor moved on in the direction of Jessie. She assumed that he would probably know Miss Vera Galloway quite well and she made up her mind to address him as a friend of the family. But there were other people first who claimed the doctor’s attention—a Cabinet Minister, who had a question or two to put on the question of his personal health, so that it was some little time before Jessie obtained her chance. Even then the appearance of Lady Merehaven delayed the operation.




  “Positively, my dear lady, I must apologise for being so late,” the doctor said. “But there was a little matter claiming my attention at Charing Cross Hospital, an operation that one does not get every day, and one that would brook no delay. But I got here as soon as possible. Sad thing about your niece.”




  “Why, what is the matter with my niece?” Lady Merehaven demanded. “My niece!”




  The doctor looked as surprised as his hostess. There was a grave expression on his fine face.




  “Miss Vera Galloway,” he said. “Managed to get run over by a cab. But you must know all about that. Nothing serious, really; but the loss of her pleasant face here, and the knowledge that she takes no part in the festivities of the evening, is rather distressing. But she seems quite cheerful.”




  “Dr. Varney,” Lady Merehaven cried, “positively, I know nothing of what you are talking about.”




  Jessie crept away and hid herself discreetly behind one of the big palms in the hall. What was coming now?
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  Jessie’s prevailing feeling was not one of fear; rather was she moved by an intense, overpowering curiosity. She lingered behind the palm wondering what was going to happen next. She could see between the graceful hanging leaves the puzzled expression on Lady Merehaven’s face.




  “But, my dear doctor, what you say is absurd,” she was saying. “I saw Vera pass not five minutes ago. And if she had met with an accident and been conveyed to Charing Cross Hospital, why—But the thing is out of the question.”




  “And yet I feel perfectly certain of my facts,” Dr. Varney persisted. “It is true that I was in a hurry, and that the young lady I allude to was fast asleep—at any rate, nearly asleep. My dear lady, seeing that I was present at Vera’s birth, and that all these years I have known her so intimately—”




  Jessie came leisurely into sight. It was impossible to let this matter go any further. By chance the doctor had learnt something, and his mouth must be closed if possible. She came along with a smile and a hand out-stretched.




  “You are very late, doctor,” she said. “I have been looking forward to a chat with you.”




  For once in his life Dr. Varney was genuinely astonished. He looked at Jessie in a vague, dreamy kind of way, though fortunately Lady Merehaven did not glance up and notice his face.




  “There, you unbelieving man!” she cried. “Vera does not look as if she had met with anything serious in the way of an accident.”




  Dr. Varney pulled himself together promptly and took Jessie’s outstretched hand. There was a twinkle in his shrewd eyes as he held the girl’s fingers.




  “Extraordinary mistake of mine, wasn’t it?” he said. “Could have sworn that I saw you lying half asleep in one of the wards of Charing Cross Hospital. Case of shock and injured ankle. People said the patient called herself Harcourt, but could not recollect her address. Young girls have such queer escapades nowadays that—”




  “But surely you know me better than that?” Jessie forced herself to say.




  “I’m not quite so sure that I do,” Varney chuckled. “However, the girl was very like you. Come and give me a sandwich and a glass of claret, and we’ll talk of old times.”




  Jessie expressed herself as delighted, but inwardly she was praying for some diversion. She was quite convinced that the doctor was by no means satisfied; she could see that he was a shrewd, clever man of the world, and that he meant to question her adroitly. If once the conversation drifted to old times, she felt that she must be discovered.




  But Varney ate his sandwich and sipped his claret and water with no reference to the past. He looked at Jessie once or twice in an abstracted kind of way. She felt that she must talk, that she must say something to start a safe conversation.




  “What are you thinking about, doctor?” she asked.




  “I am thinking,” was the startling reply, “that you are one of the finest actresses I have over seen. The stage is the poorer for your absence.”




  Jessie’s heart sank within her; there was no mistaking the dry significance of the speech. This man was sure of his ground; he had found her out. And yet there was a kindly look on his face, not as if he were dealing with an impostor at all.




  “What do you mean?” Jessie asked. “I do not in the least understand you.”




  “Oh yes you do; you understand me perfectly well. I don’t know who you are, but I most assuredly know who you are not, and that is Vera Galloway. Mind, I am not accusing you of being a type of the mere vulgar impostor. I would trust you against the world.”




  “It is very good of you to say so,” Jessie gasped. “You are not going to assume that that—”




  “That you are here for any evil purpose? With a face like yours the idea is impossible. As I was passing through the wards of the hospital just now, to my surprise I saw Vera Galloway there. I knew her not only by her face and figure, but by the dimples round her wrists. Now your wrists are very long and slender, and you have no dimples at all. Many men would have let out the whole thing, but not so me. I find that the patient has given the name of Harcourt, and that she has forgotten her address. Forgive me if I scented a scandal. That is why I led up so carefully to Lady Merehaven. But when you came on the scene I guessed exactly what had happened. You were engaged to play Vera’s part when she was up to something elsewhere. I confess I am not altogether without sorrow that so charming a girl—”




  “Indeed, I am quite sure that there was nothing really wrong,” Jessie cried. “From what I have seen of Miss Galloway I am quite sure that she is not that class of girl. But for this unfortunate accident…Dr. Varney, you will not betray me?”




  “Well, I won’t,” Varney cried, “though I am no doubt an old fool for my pains. It’s very lucky that a clear head like mine has been imported into the business. Now, in the first place, tell me who you are and what you are doing here. I know you will be candid.”




  “I will tell you everything.” Jessie said. She was utterly thankful that the case was no worse.




  “My name is Jessie Harcourt, and up to a few hours ago I was a shop-girl in Bond-street.”




  “That sounds quite romantic. A shop-girl in Bond-street and a lady by birth and breeding, too. Which branch of the family do you belong to?”




  “The Kent Harcourts. My father was Colonel Harcourt, of the Royal Galways.”




  “Really now!” Varney exclaimed. “I knew your father quite well years ago. I was an army doctor myself for a long time. Your father was an extravagant man, my dear—always was. And he left you poor?”




  “He left my sister and myself penniless. We were fit for nothing, either. And that is why I found my way into a Bond-street shop. I was discharged because I was supposed to have flirted with the son of a customer. My indignant protest that the cowardly cad tried to kiss me counted for nothing. As the complaining customer was the Princess Mazaroff—”




  “And her son the culprit,” Varney said, with a queer gleam in his eyes. “My dear child, you have done well to confide in me. But go on; tell me everything.”




  Jessie proceeded to relate her story at length, from the time that she met Vera Galloway down to the existing moment. And the romantic side of the royal story was not suppressed. Nor could Jessie feel that she had not an interested listener.




  “This is one of the most remarkable stories that I have ever heard,” Varney said. “And as a doctor in a large way of practice, I have heard some singular ones. I fancy that I can see my way clear now. And I know what you don’t know—that Vera is taking a desperate step for the sake of a man she loves. It is quite plain to me why you are here. Well, well! I am doing quite wrong, but I am going to keep your secret.”




  “That is indeed good of you,” Jessie said gratefully. “But there is more to be done. My dear doctor, I can see my way to important information without which it is impossible for me to sustain my present role until Miss Galloway comes home again. It is imperative that I should have a few words with her. You can give me a permit for the hospital authorities. After that the rest is easy.”




  “I quite see your point,” Varney said thoughtfully. “You are as clever as you are courageous. But how are you going to manage this without being missed?”




  “I am going to make use of another,” Jessie laughed. All her courage had come back to her now. “I am going to make use of a gentleman known as Pongo. He is supposed to be very fond of me as Vera Galloway. He does not seem to be a very harmful individual.”




  “Honourable George Lascelles,” Varney muttered. “There is a good deal of good in Pongo, though he assumes the role of an ass in society. Once he marries and settles down he will be quite different. But how do you propose to enlist him in the service?”




  Jessie proceeded to explain the silly business of the motor-car in the lane behind the house.




  “I shall get him to take me to Charing Cross Hospital,” she said. “You may be quite certain that Vera Galloway is not asleep. A few minutes with her will be quite enough for my purpose. And I shall be back again before I am missed. Do you approve?”




  “I have to whether I like it or not,” Varney grumbled, “though this is a nice predicament for a man in my position and my time of life. I’ll go as far as the library and scribble out that permit, though what the College of Physicians would say if they only knew—”




  And Varney strode off, muttering as he went. But the twinkle was in his eyes still.
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  Jessie slipped out into the garden and along to the back of the terrace. The absurd nonsense of the motor-car was still going on in the lane. It was late now, and no chance of a crowd gathering there. The Honourable George clamoured for Jessie’s company, and asked where she had been. But she smilingly shook her head, and declared that she was not ready; and, besides, there were many before her.




  “I shall be back again practically in a quarter of an hour,” she said. “I can’t stir till then.”




  So far everything promised well. Jessie hurried back to the place where she had left Varney. He was waiting there with half a sheet of notepaper in his hand.




  “There is the permit,” he said. “You have only to show it to anybody in authority, and there will be no more difficulty. Hullo! What is all this about?”




  There was a disturbance in the hall—the figure of a French maid talking volubly in two languages at once; behind her a footman, accompanied by a man who was unmistakably a plain-clothes detective, and behind him the figure of a policeman, his helmet towering above the head of the guests.




  “Somebody asking for the Countess Saens,” a guest replied to a question of Varney’s. “As far as I can gather, there has been a burglary at the house of the Countess, and her maid seems to know something about it. But we shall know presently. Here comes the Countess.”




  The Countess Saens came smilingly into the hall, a strikingly handsome figure in yellow satin. Jessie did not fall to notice her dark, piercing eyes.




  “Who is she?” she asked Varney in a whisper. “Did you ever see such black eyes?”




  “Don’t know,” the doctor replied. “Sort of comet of a season. Mysterious antecedents, and all that, but possesses plenty of money, gives the most splendid entertainments, and goes everywhere. I understand that she is the morganatic wife of one of the Russian grand dukes.”




  At any rate, the woman looked a lady to her finger tips, as Jessie was bound to admit. She came with an easy smile into the little group, and immediately her magnetic presence seemed to rivet all attention. The frightened maid ceased to scold in her polyglot way and grew coherent.




  “Now let us go to the bottom of this business,” the Countess said gaily. “There has been a burglary at my house. Where did it take place, and what has been removed from the premises?”




  “It was in your room, madame,” the maid said—“in your dressing-room. I was going up to put everything right for the night and I saw the thief there.”




  “Would you recognise him again, Annette?” the Countess asked.




  “Pardon me, but it was not a man; it was a woman. And she had opened the drawers of your dressing table—she had papers in her hands. I came upon her suddenly, and she heard me. Then she caught me by the throat and half strangled me. Before I could recover my senses she had fled down the stairs and out of the house. The hall porter took her for a friend of yours, and did not stop her. Then I suppose that my feelings overcame me—.




  “And you went off in hysterics,” the Countess said with a contemptuous smile. “So long as you did not lose the papers—”




  “But, madame, the papers are gone! The second drawer on the left-hand side is empty.”




  Jessie saw the dark eyes blaze and the stern face of the Countess stiffen with fury. It was only for a moment, and then the face smiled once more. But that flashing insight was a revelation to Jessie.




  “I hope you will be able to recognise the woman again,” the Countess said. “Shall you? Speak, you Idiot!”




  For the maid’s gaze had suddenly become riveted on Jessie. The sight of her face seemed to fascinate the little Frenchwoman. It was some minutes before she found words to express her thoughts.




  “But behind,” she said, pointing a forefinger at Jessie as if she had been some striking picture. “Behind. She is there. Not dressed like that, but in plain black; but she stole those papers. I can feel the touch of her fingers on my throat at this moment. There is the culprit. Voila!”




  “Oh, this is ridiculous!” the Countess cried. “How long since this has happened?”




  “It is but twenty minutes ago,” Annette said. “Nor more than half an hour, and behold the thief—”




  “Behold the congenital idiot.” the Countess laughed. “Miss Galloway has not been out of my sight save for a few minutes for the last hour. Let the police find out what they can, and take that poor creature home and put ice on her head….Perhaps I had better go along. It is a perfect nuisance, but those papers were important. Will one of you call my carriage?”




  The Countess departed presently, smiling gaily. But Jessie had not forgotten that flashing eye and the expression on her features. She turned eagerly to Varney.




  “Very strange, is it not’” she asked. “Can you see what it all means?”




  “I can see perfectly well.” Varney said coldly. “And I more or less hold the key to the situation. Let us assume for the moment that the Countess is a spy and an intriguer. She has certain documents that somebody else badly wants. Somebody else succeeds in getting those papers by force.”




  “But why did the maid, Annette, pitch upon me?” Jessie asked.




  “Because you were the image of the thief,”




  Varney whispered. “Only she was dressed in black. The maid was not dreaming; she had more wits about her than we imagine. Unless I am greatly mistaken the thief who stole those papers was nothing else than Vera Galloway.”




  The logic was so forcible and striking that Jessie could only stand silent before it. The French maid had given Varney an important clue though the others had been blind to it. And Vera had not disguised at the beginning of the adventure that she was engaged upon a desperate errand for the sake of the man she loved, or at any rate, for one who was very dear to her. It had been a bold and daring thing to do, and Jessie’s admiration was moved. She hoped from the bottom of her heart that Vera had the papers.




  “You will know before very long,” Varney said, as if reading her thoughts, “whether Vera Galloway has been successful or not. There is no question whatever in my mind that Vera was the culprit. I will give you a hint as to why she has acted in this way presently. Get a thick black wrap of some kind and conceal it as closely as possible. When you are going through the streets of London you must have something over your head.”




  “If I only knew where to put my hand on a wrap of that description!”’ Jessie said helplessly.




  “Time is short, and bold measures are necessary,” Varney said coolly. “There are heaps of wraps in the vestibule, and I should take the first that came to hand. If the owner wants it in the meantime it will be assumed that it has been taken by mistake.”




  Jessie hesitated no longer. She chose a thick black cloak and hood arrangement that folded into very little space, and then she squeezed it under her arm. Then she strolled out into the garden. It was very still and warm. London was growing quiet, so that the shrieks of the late newsboys with the evening scare could be distinctly heard there. Varney laid his hand on Jessie’s arm. He had grown very grave and impressive. The yelling newsboys were growing gradually nearer.




  “Listen, and tell me what they are saying,” Varney whispered.




  Impressed by the sudden gravity of her companion’s manner, Jessie gave all her ears to the call.




  “Late Special! Startling case at the War Office! Suicide of Captain Lancing, and flight of Mr. Charles Maxwell! Disappearance of official documents! Special!”




  “I hear,” Jessie said; “but I am afraid that I don’t understand quite.”




  “Well, there has been a scandal at the War Office. One or two officials there have been accused of selling information to foreign Governments. I hear rumours, especially with regard to Asturian affairs. Late to-night Captain Lancing shot himself in the smoking-room of his club. They took him to Charing Cross, and as I happened to look into the club a little later I followed on to the hospital to see what I could do. But I was too late, for the poor fellow was dead. Now do you see how it was that I came to see Vera Galloway?”




  Jessie nodded, she did not quite understand the problem yet. What had this War Office business to do with Vera Galloway and her dangerous and desperate enterprise? She looked inquiringly at her companion.




  “We had better get along.” he said. “I see Pongo is waiting for you. Tuck that wrap a little closer under your arm so that it may not be seen. And as soon as you get back come to me and let me know exactly what has happened. I ought to be ashamed of myself. I ought to lay all the facts of the case before my charming hostess; but there are events here beyond the usual society tenets. My dear child, don’t you know who the Charles Maxwell is whose name those boys are yelling? Does not the name seem familiar to you? Come, you are quick as a rule.”




  “Oh, yes,” Jessie rasped. “That was the name that Prince Mazaroff mentioned. Dr. Varney, It is the man to whom Vera Galloway is engaged or practically engaged. What a dreadful business altogether.”




  “Yes.” Varney said curtly, “the plot is thickening. Now for the motor-car.”




  XII - A PRODIGAL SON




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Loath as he might have been inclined to admit it Dr. Varney was by no means ill-pleased with his share of the adventure. He felt that a man like himself, who knew everything, would be decidedly useful. And how much he really did know Jessie would have been startled to know. For here was a man who had a great practice amongst politicians, and statesmen especially. He walked quietly back to the house now, and entered the salon as if looking for somebody. His shrewd face was grave and thoughtful. He found his man at last—a tall, grizzled man, who bore some kind of likeness to a greyhound. He was in a measure a greyhound, for he had been a queen’s messenger for many years.




  “I thought I should find you about somewhere,” the doctor said. “I want a few words with you, Lechmere. Let us go into the garden and smoke a cigarette.”




  “Always delighted to chat with you, Varney,” Lechmere said. “Come along. Now, what is it?”




  “Re the Countess Saens,” Varney said. “You know the woman I mean?”




  “Certainly I do. Lives in a big house in Connaught-crescent. Not her own house, by the way. Dresses magnificently, gives wonderful parties, and always has the last new thing. Handsome woman, too, and goes everywhere. But nobody knows anything about her.”




  “I come to you for a little information on the point, Lechmere.”




  “Well, as a matter of fact I can give it to you, Varney. There are very few of the foreign colony in London whose history I haven’t ready for docketing. Many a useful hint have I given the Foreign Office and Scotland Yard. Ever hear of Saul Marx, the famous cosmopolitan spy—I mean the man that saved that war between France and Germany?”




  “Of course I have heard of Marx. Who hasn’t? But what has that to do with the business?”




  “Well, he told me all about the charming Countess. She began life in Warsaw in a company of strolling players. Afterwards she married one of the most noted scamps in Paris, who wanted a pretty wife as a pawn in some game of his. The fellow ill-treated her horribly, but he taught her everything in the way of the predatory life that was to be learnt. Finally, the husband died under very strange circumstances, and between ourselves, Marx says that the woman murdered him. After that she narrowly escaped a long term of imprisonment over the Malcolm-Sin diamond business, and then for a long time nothing was heard of her till she turned up as Vera Olpheut, the famous anarchist speaker. She was expelled from Russia, which was all a blind, seeing that she is one of the cleverest spies that the Russian police ever employed. Her ladyship is after a very big game now, or she would not be spending all that money. An adventuress like that never pays her tradesmen as a rule, but I know for a fact that the household bills are discharged regularly every week.”




  “You are quite sure of those facts?” Varney asked.




  “My dear fellow, you can take them as Gospel. Marx never makes a mistake. Why I do you ask?”




  “I am merely a seeker after information. I may be in the way of putting a spoke in the lady’s wheel a little later on, perhaps. Have you heard of that business at the Foreign Office?”




  “I heard of it just now; in fact, I looked in here to see if Merehaven could tell me anything about it. How those newspapers get hold of these things puzzles me. But I don’t suppose it is true that poor old Dick Lancing committed suicide at his club, and—”




  “It’s perfectly true, Lechmere. I was in the club directly after, and I followed on to Charing Cross Hospital, only to find that I was too late. What you say about the newspapers is absolutely correct. But unless I am greatly mistaken, the newspaper containing the startling report in question will help me over this matter. I am going to make a proposal to Lord Merehaven.”




  “I’ve been trying to get at him. But the Austrian Ambassador, has held him fast for the last hour.”




  “Well, there is plenty of time,” Varney went on. “From what I can understand papers of the utmost importance have been stolen from the Foreign Office, or they have been sold by some official to the foe. On the face of it the charge points to poor Lancing; but one never can tell. Those papers relate to a kind of understanding with Asturia, and if Russia gets to know all about it then we are done. Now, let me tell you a little thing that happened to-night. There was a burglary at Countess Saen’s house, and the thief took nothing but papers. The thief was a woman, who obviously went to the Countess’s for the very purpose of obtaining possession of those papers. Now, it is only a theory of mine, but I feel pretty sure that the papers have to do with the Foreign Office scandal. If we get to the bottom of it we shall find that the Countess inspired the paragraph that the ‘Evening Mercury’ had to-night. Do you happen to know anything about the editor of that sheet?”




  “Fellow named Hunt, an American,” Lechmere replied. “As a matter of fact, the ‘Mercury’ is an American paper, the first start of an attempt to capture the English press. You know how those fellows boast. I’ve met Hunt several times in society.”




  “Did you ever happen to meet him at Countess Saen’s house?” Varney asked.




  Lechmere turned over the question before he replied. On consideration he had seen Hunt twice at the house in question. Not that that was very material, because all sorts and conditions of men flocked to the Countess’s evening parties. But Varney thought otherwise.




  “At any rate, the fact fits in well with my theory,” he said. “I shall be greatly surprised if we fail to find a connection between the Countess and that sensational story in to-night’s ‘Mercury.’ I shall make it my business to meet this man Hunt. Well, what is the matter?” A breathless footman stood before Varney, and stammered out something to the effect that Lord Merehaven had sent him here hot-foot in search of the doctor. A gentleman had been taken suddenly ill. The rest of the guests did not know anything about it, and the gentleman in question lay in a state of collapse in his lordship’s study. Would Dr. Varney come at once. Varney was on his way to the house before the footman had finished his halting explanation.




  The study door was locked, but it was opened immediately on Varney whispering his name. In a big armchair a white-haired man in evening dress was lying back in a state of collapse. By his side stood Lord Merehaven, looking anxious and bewildered, whilst Ronald Hope was trying to force a little brandy between the lips of the unconscious figure in the chair.
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  “Thank goodness you have come, Varney!” Lord Merehaven said shakily. “It’s poor old Reggie Lancing. He simply walked into here, dragging on Hope’s arm, and collapsed. He said something to the effect that his boy had committed suicide, and some rubbish about missing papers. What does it mean?”




  Varney was too busy to answer the question. He removed Sir Reginald’s collar and turned down the neckband. Meanwhile the patient was breathing heavily.




  “Put him flat on the floor,” Varney said. “It’s not quite so bad as it looks. A seizure from over-excitement, or something of that kind. Give me a pen and ink and paper.”




  Varney hastily scribbled some formula on a sheet of notepaper, and directed that it should be taken to a chemist and be made up at once. Till he could administer the drug he could do nothing. There was a wait of half an hour before the footman returned. Then the drug was coaxed between the stricken man’s teeth, and presently he opened his eyes once more. He was terribly white and shaky and he seemed to have some difficulty in getting out his words.




  “It’s the disgrace, Merehaven,” he said—“the dreadful disgrace. To think that a son of mine could have been guilty of such a thing. I would not have believed it; it came to me quite as a shock—that paragraph in the late ‘Mercury.’ I went to look for my son at once, but he had paid the penalty already. He had shot himself, Merehaven—shot himself—shot himself.”




  The old man repeated the last words again and again in a feeble kind of way. Lord Merehaven was sympathetic enough, but utterly puzzled. He looked at the other and shrugged his shoulders.




  “Is this a mere delusion?” he asked. “You don’t mean to say that Asturia business—”




  The speaker paused, conscious that he was perhaps saying too much. Varney hastened to explain, to Merehaven’s horror and astonishment. Positively, this was the first that he had heard of it. And if Captain Lancing had shot himself that was proof positive.




  “Good heavens, what a terrible business altogether,” Lord Merehaven cried. “And the mischief that may have been done here. I must see the King of Asturia at once, late as it is, though goodness knows where I am to look, seeing that the king is—”




  The speaker paused, and Ronald Hope took up the thread of the conversation.




  “It may be possible, my lord,” he said, “that his majesty is nearer at hand than you suppose.”
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  The old diplomatist looked coldly and suspiciously at the speaker. It was hardly the way for a young man to address a Cabinet Minister, and one who, moreover, was Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. Varney saw what was passing through Lord Merehaven’s mind, and promptly interfered.




  “For heaven’s sake, don’t stand on ceremony!” he said. “This is an exceedingly serious matter. Certain important papers are missing from the Foreign Office. It is alleged that confidence has been betrayed by Captain Lancing and Mr. Charles Maxwell. The boys are shouting it in the streets. Probably most of our guests know all about it by this time. Those papers have been sold, or given to somebody who has made use of them. This is no canard to sell a few miserable papers.”




  “The documents you refer to were in my hands at seven o’clock,” Lord Merehaven said. “I read them and made notes on the margin of them in my office not long before dinner—”




  “And did you lock them up in your safe afterwards?” Varney asked.




  “No, I didn’t. There is no safe in my office. I gave the papers to Captain Lancing and Mr. Maxwell, and asked them to see that they were securely placed away. Then I came home. Do you mean to say that this thing has been over London for the past hour and I never knew it?”




  “So it seems,” Varney said coolly. “How should you know it when you have not been out of the house all the evening? And none of your guests, could get at you to ask questions, seeing that you have been closeted with one ambassador or another ever since dinner.”




  “That’s quite true,” Lord Merehaven admitted moodily. “But what is to be done? You don’t suggest that the contents of those papers are made public?”




  “I fancy not,” Varney replied. “My dear Sir Reginald, you have read that paragraph. What does it say?”




  The stricken man in the armchair looked up with dulled eyes. It was some little time before he could be made to understand the drift of the question.




  “I am trying to remember,” he said, passing his hand over his forehead. “As far as I can recollect, there were no details given. The paragraph said that certain important papers had been stolen from the Foreign Office, and handed over to the enemies of this country. The editor of the ‘Mercury’ was supposed to be in a position to vouch for this, and he hinted very freely at the identity of the culprit. A resume of the missing papers was promised for the morning issue of the ‘Mercury’ to-morrow. Then there was a break in the report, and down below a short history of my son’s suicide. This was pointed to as an absolute confirmation of the news, the suggestion being that my son had shot himself after reading the 9 o’clock edition of the ‘Mercury,’ which contained the first part of the report.”




  “There is some foul and mysterious business here,” Ronald Hope said sternly. “It is only twenty minutes ago that I heard what the boys were calling out. I immediately took a hansom to Maxwell’s rooms, to find that he had gone to Paris in a great hurry. He had left no message behind him. He had not even taken his man, whom he never travels without.”




  “He has fled,” Merehaven said promptly.




  “This thing is absolutely true. What beats me is the prompt way in which these ‘Mercury’ people collected the news.”




  “That is where I come in,” Varney remarked. “We’ll get Lechmere into this, if you don’t mind? Sir Reginald had better stay here for the present. Lechmere shall go and interview Hunt of the ‘Mercury.’ And if he does not bring back some very startling news, I shall be greatly mistaken.”




  Lechmere came into the study cool, collected, and imperturbable as ever. He had quite relinquished his old pursuits and occupations now, but be was delighted to do anything to be of service to Lord Merehaven and the Government; in point of fact, he would rather enjoy this adventure. What was he to do?




  “Find Hunt of the ‘Mercury,’” Varney said. “Run him down in a corner, and let him know that you are not the man to be trifled with. And when you have done that, make him tell you the exact time that he got his information over those missing papers.”




  Lechmere nodded without asking further questions. He knew that he would be told everything in time. He would do what he could, and return and report progress as soon as possible. His first move was to take a hansom and go down to the office of the ‘Mercury,’ and there ask for Mr. Hunt. But Hunt was not in; he had gone away about half-past seven, and had not returned yet. Usually he looked in a little after midnight to see that the evening edition of the paper was progressing all right. So far as the chief sub-editor could say, Mr. Hunt had gone to the Carlton to supper.




  “Something gained,” Lechmere muttered, as he drove to the Carlton. “If that chap left the office at half-past seven, that sensational paragraph had already been passed for the press. No assistant editor would dare to shove that into a paper on his own responsibility. Very smart of them to get Lancing’s suicide. But I expect some American reporter shadowed the poor chap.”




  Mr. Hunt had been to the Carlton; in fact, he had just arrived there, but he was in a private room with a lady, and had asked not to be disturbed. Intimating that he would await, Lechmere took his seat at a little table in one of the public rooms, and asked for something. He had a sovereign on the table by the side of his glass, and looked significantly at the waiter.




  “That is for you to earn,” he said, “if you are smart and do your work properly. In the first place, do you happen to know Mr. Hunt, the editor of the ‘Mercury?’”




  The man replied that he knew Mr. Hunt quite well. In fact, he was pretty intimately acquainted with all the American colony in London. Mr. Hunt supped at the Carlton frequently; he was supping now with a lady in a room upstairs. Lechmere began to see his way.




  “Did you happen to see the lady?” he asked. “It so, what was she like?”




  “I saw them come not many minutes ago. In fact, they looked in here, and the lady wanted to take the table by the door, but Mr. Hunt said ‘No.’ They appeared to be in a great hurry, seeing that it is getting late; and it seemed to me that Mr. Hunt was not so amiable as usual. The lady was tall and dark; she had a black wrap, and under it was a dress of yellow satin.”




  “Good man!” Lechmere said with genial warmth. “You have earned your money. All you have to do now is to let me know the moment that Mr. Hunt is leaving the hotel. In any case it can’t be long, because it is nearly twenty minutes past twelve now.”




  The waiter came back presently and pocketed his sovereign. Mr. Hunt and the lady were just leaving the hotel. Lechmere sauntered into the hall and stood watching the other two. He smiled to himself as he noted the face and features of Hunt’s companion. A hansom stood at the door, and into it the American handed his companion and raised his hat.




  “It will come out all right,” Lechmere heard the lady say. “Don’t look so annoyed. Your paper is not going to be allowed to suffer. Good-night!”




  The hansom drove away, and Hunt raised his hat. As he stopped to light a cigarette, Lechmere crept up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. The American turned in a startled way.




  “Mr. Lechmere!” he stammered. “Really, you gave me a start. If there is anything that I can do for you—?”




  “There is,” Lechmere said in a sharp, stern way. “I want to know the exact time that your office received the unfortunate news of the Foreign Office business.”




  The directness of the attack took the American quite off his balance. The truth broke from him.




  “About ten minutes to seven,” he stammered. “That is to say—. But, confound it all, what business is that of yours?”




  Lechmere smiled; he could afford to let the other bluster now that he had learnt everything. He turned the matter aside as a joke. He made some remark about the beauty of the night, and a minute later he was bowling back in a hansom to Merehaven House.




  “Yes, I have done pretty well,” he said in reply to Varney’s questioning gaze. “I have seen Hunt, whom I traced to the Carlton, where he was supping with the Countess Saens. I sort of fool-mated him over that paragraph, and he told me that the information reached the ‘Mercury’ at about ten minutes to seven. He tried to bluster afterwards, but it was too late. At ten minutes to seven Hunt knew all about that scandal at the Foreign Office.”




  Lord Merehaven threw up his hands with a gesture of astonishment. Varney smiled.




  “I knew that you would come back with some amazing information,” the latter said. “See how the mystery gets thicker. Lord Merehaven is going to say something.”




  “I am going to say this,” Merehaven remarked sternly. “The ‘Mercury’ knew of those missing papers before seven o’clock. At seven o’clock those papers were in my hands, and the scandal had not begun then. And yet the ‘Mercury’ paragraph, written before the robbery, is absolutely true! What does it mean?”
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  Meanwhile the Countess Saens had departed from Merehaven House with a smiling assurance to the effect that she did not anticipate any serious loss in consequence of the very mysterious robbery. She looked easy enough as she stepped into her brougham drawn by the splendid bays that London knew so well by sight, and kissed her fingers gaily to her cavalier. But the brightness left her eyes when once she was alone. There was a keen, eager expression on her face then, a look of mingled anxiety and anger in her dark eyes. The most fascinating woman in London would have surprised her many admirers had they chanced to see her at that moment. She looked old and haggard; the smiling mouth had grown hard as a steel trap. She did not wait for the footman to open the door; she ran up the steps with a curt command that the carriage must wait, as she was presently going out again.




  The trembling maid was upstairs awaiting the coming of her mistress. She had very little to add to what she had already said. Nothing appeared to have been disturbed. There was no sign of a robbery anywhere, save that one of the drawers in a dressing table had been turned out and the contents scattered on the floor.




  “Now listen to me,” the Countess said. “Who paid for you to take those papers?”




  “I know nothing of any papers, non, non!” the maid replied. “I take nothing. If madame wishes to suggest that I am a thief, I go. I leave to-night.”




  The girl paced up and down the room, her pale face held high. She was not used to being called a thief. If madame was not satisfied she would depart at once. The Countess changed her tone.




  “Now listen to me,” she said more gently. “Just before dinner to-night I am in receipt of certain papers. Nobody knows that I possess them. For safe keeping I place them in that drawer and lock it up. Some time later you come to me with this story of the burglary. If jewels had been stolen, or money, I would have perhaps understood it, though your tale is so extraordinary that—”




  “Not at all, madame,” the maid cried hotly. “No more strange than the stories one reads every day in the newspapers. And there are no jewels missing.”




  “No, and that makes the affair all the more suspicious in my eyes. Nobody could have known about those papers, and yet the thief takes nothing else. A woman walks into the house as if it belonged to her, she goes direct to that drawer, and there you are! You say you saw the woman?”




  The maid nodded sulkily; she did not look in the least guilty.




  “I have already told madame so,” she said. “I saw the woman twice to-night. The first time was when she was here, the second time at the residence of my Lord Merehaven. It was the lady in the satin dress who stood in the hall.” The girl spoke in tones of perfect confidence. No ridicule on the part of the Countess could shake her belief in the statement.




  “But it is impossible,” the latter said. “You are speaking of Miss Galloway. I saw Miss Galloway several times during the evening. If you are correct, she must have slipped away and changed her dress, committed the robbery, and be back here and changed her dress again—all in a quarter of an hour.”




  “Nevertheless. It was the same woman,” the maid said with a stubborn air.




  With a gesture of contempt the Countess dismissed the girl. It was impossible to believe that she had had a hand in the disappearance of those precious papers. Perhaps the hall porter might have something to say in the matter. In the opinion of Countess Saens, the thief was non-existent. At any rate, the hall porter would be able to say.




  The hall porter had not much to tell, but that little was to the point. Certainly, about the time mentioned by the maid a woman had come into the house. She had opened the hall door and had walked in herself as if she were quite at home there. She was plainly dressed in black and wore a veil. Then she proceeded to walk upstairs.




  “You mean to say that you did nothing to interfere?” the Countess asked.




  “Well no, madame,” the hall porter admitted. “The young woman appeared to be quite at home; evidently she had been here many times before, and I thought she was a friend of Annette’s. Friends of hers do come here sometimes after you have gone out, and one or two of them walk in. So I took no notice whatever. A little time after, the young woman came back as if she were in a hurry, and hastened out of the house. Just as she was gone I heard Annette call out. Thinking that something was the matter, I rushed up the stairs. When I knew what was wrong it was too late to go after the thief.”




  So Annette had been telling the truth the Countess thought. She was furiously angry at her loss, but it was impossible to blame anybody. It was a stroke of the sword after the Countess’s own heart. But there were disquieting circumstances behind it that frightened her.




  “You had better send again to the nearest police-station,” she said. “Let them know that I have gone out and shall not be back for some little time.”




  With a frown between her delicate brows the Countess drove away. In all her bold, dashing, adventurous life she had never been confronted by a more difficult problem than this. She was playing for tremendously high stakes, and her share of the victory was the price of a throne. Once this thing was accomplished, she had no need ever to plot or scheme or trick again. A fortune would be hers, and she would sit secure as a leader of fashion for the rest of her days.




  An hour ago and the game was as good as won. Everything had been done so secretly; nobody guessed anything. Another day, and nothing could save the crown in question. And yet in a moment the whole dream had been shattered. Somebody knew exactly what was going on, somebody was at work to checkmate the dark design. And that somebody was bold and daring to a degree. If the Countess only know who the other woman was! It was maddening to work in the dark against so clever a foe. If your enemy knows you and you don’t know your enemy, he has a tremendous advantage. The Countess clenched her teeth together viciously as she thought of it.




  The carriage stopped at length outside the Carlton Hotel, and almost immediately Hunt, the editor of the “Evening Mercury,” appeared. He looked uneasy and anxious.




  “Your message came all right,” he said. “I came here at once and ordered supper, though we shall not have much time to talk.”




  “Then let us go into the room at once,” the Countess said; “though as to appetite why—”




  “But I ordered the supper in a private room,” Hunt protested. “One never knows what people may hear. What is the use of arguing? The supper is all ready for us.”




  They were in the private room at length. They made some pretence of eating and drinking till the two waiters for the time being had departed. Then Hunt turned to his companion.




  “What has happened?” he asked. There was nothing of deference in his manner. It was quite evident that the smart little American editor was no squire of dames. “Your manner was so mysterious. And it is time you did something for your money, Two thousand pounds is a deal to pay for—”




  “Such information as I have already given you?” the Countess interrupted. “I don’t think so, seeing what a tremendous sensation you secured to-night.”




  “But those other papers,” Hunt protested. “You promised me the full details of that private understanding between England and Asturia. I have told my readers boldly that they shall have it in the morning issue of my paper to-morrow. If you want the extra money—”




  “Man, I want it as an old man wants youth. It is vitally necessary to me. And can’t you see that it is to my interest that those papers should be published to the world? It will be a staggering blow to England, and a corresponding advantage to Russia. I should have seen that those papers saw the light whether I was paid for them or not. But they are worth a great deal to you, and that is why I approached you in the matter.”




  “Yes, yes,” Hunt said impatiently. “Please get on. I came here to receive those papers—in fact, the ‘Mercury’ is waiting for them at this moment. If you will hand them over to me you shall have the other cheque for five thousand posted to you to-night. Where are they?”




  The Countess laughed derisively. There was a gleam of wild fury in her dark eyes.




  “It is impossible,” she said. “Out of the question. Strange as it may seem, those papers were stolen from my house to-night by some woman whom I would give five years of my life to know.”
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  Hunt’s expression was not polite, nor was it intended for ears feminine. His almost eager face fell; he was evidently thinking of nothing else but his paper. He would have ruined every kingdom in the universe, including the State that gave him birth, to get a scoop on his rivals. Just for a moment it flashed across his mind that he had been betrayed for higher money.




  But that was hardly possible. No English paper would have dared to give that information to the world. It would have aroused the indignation of every patriotic Briton, and the circulation of even the yellowest in the world would have suffered. And the expression of the Countess’s face was no acting.




  “It seems almost incredible,” Hunt said. “Please tell me all about it.”




  The Countess proceeded to relate the story. It seemed to him that the case was not quite hopeless after all. True, he would not be able to enjoy the prospective triumph of his paper over the others, but as an able and adroit journalist he would know how to get out of the difficulty.




  “Well, you have a clue anyway,” he said. “Miss Galloway is a strikingly beautiful girl, with a very marked type of loveliness, and if the thief was so like her as to make your maid certain that Miss Galloway was the real thief, the culprit is not far to seek. You don’t think yourself—”




  “That Vera Galloway, is the thief? Of course not. The thing is physically impossible. Besides, Vera Galloway does not take the slightest interest in politics. She is quite a butterfly. And yet the whole thing is very strange. What puzzles me most is the infinite acquaintance the thief appears to have with my house. She could not have walked in like that to my bedroom unless she had a fine knowledge of the geography of the place.”




  “I’ll make a stirring half column of it,” Hunt said—“showing no connection, of course, between your loss and that Asturian business. We’ll hint that the papers were stolen by somebody who fancied that she had a claim on your vast Russian estates. See what I mean. And we’ll make fun of the fact that your maid recognised Miss Galloway as the culprit. That will set people talking. We’ll offer a reward of 100 pounds for a person who first finds the prototype of Miss Galloway. See? Unless I’m greatly mistaken, we shall precious soon get to the bottom of this business.’”




  The Countess nodded and smiled approvingly. The cunning little scheme appealed to her. She pushed her plate and glass away, with which she had been toying. At the same moment a waiter came and handed her a note, which she opened and read with a flushed face.




  “It appears as if the police had actually succeeded in doing something for once,” she said. “This is from one of the Scotland Yard men, saying that a woman in black dress and veil, answering to the description given by Annette, has been taken to Charing Cross Hospital after being knocked down by a passing cab. This may or may not mean anything, but it is distinctly encouraging. I am told that I shall know more in the morning. But that is not good enough for me.”




  “Don’t do anything impetuous,” Hunt said anxiously.




  “I am not in the habit of doing impulsive things,” the Countess replied. “At the same time, I am going to Charing Cross Hospital to-night to make sure. It is quite time we finished this discussion, as you have to alter your plans and write that paragraph. Let us be going.”




  A little later and the Countess was proceeding in her brougham eastwards. Hunt had parted from Lechmere, too, after the later had derived his useful piece of information from the startled editor. But the Countess did not know anything of that. And as she was approaching the well-known hospital, Jessie Harcourt was reaching it in another direction in the motor-car of Lascelles, otherwise known as “Pongo.” The nearer she approached to her destination the more nervous did the girl become.




  “Awfully jolly ride.” Lascelles grinned. “Glad you put that black thing over your head, though. It’s a pity to cut the thing short, but I suppose the joke has gone far enough?”




  “Not quite,” Jessie said between her teeth. “I am going to confide in you, Mr. Lascelles—”




  “Called me ‘Pongo’ just now,” the other said in tones of deep reproach. “It seems to me—”




  “Well, Pongo then—dear Pongo, if you like,” Jessie said desperately, “I am going to confide in you. I want you to put me down close to the hospital, and then you go back without me. You may infer that I did not care for the business, and that I returned home by the front door. Then at the end of half an hour or so, you are to declare that the sport is over for the night and ride off as if seeking your chauffeur. After that you are to come here and fetch me back. You understand?”




  It was quite plain, from the blank expression of Lascelles’ face, that he did not understand. The familiar air had left him; he had grown stiff and almost stern.




  “I don’t quite follow,” he said. “Of course, if I choose to play the ass—which, by the way, I am getting a little tired of—why, that hurts nobody. But when a lady whom I respect and admire asks me to become a party, don’t you know, to what looks like some—er—vulgar assignation—”




  “You are wrong,” Jessie cried. “You are a gentleman; you have more sense than I expected. I pledge you my word of honour that this is no assignation. It is a case of life and death—a desperate case. I am going into the hospital; it is important that nobody should know of my visit—none of my own friends, I mean. I could come back in a hansom, but danger lies that way. I have no money, for one thing. Mr. Lascelles, please believe that I am telling the truth.”




  The girl’s troubled eyes turned on the listener’s face. Lascelles would have been less than a man had he not yielded, sorely against his judgment as it was.




  “I’ll do it,” he said. “No woman ever yet appealed to me in vain. Because I play the ass people think that I don’t notice things, but they are mistaken. I’ve never done anything yet to be ashamed of, anyway. And I’m not going to begin now. It seems to me that you are making a great sacrifice for somebody else. If I could feel quite sure that that somebody else was a—”




  “Woman? It is a woman. I felt quite sure that I could rely upon you. Now please go hack and act exactly as I have suggested. When you come to know the truth—as assuredly you shall some day—I am quite certain that you will never repent what you are doing to-night.”




  Lascelles was equally certain of it. He was quite convinced now that he was no party to anything wrong. All the same, his face was very grave as he helped Jessie from the car, and placed her wrap more carefully around her. It was a long black wrap, covering her head and face and reaching to the ground, so that the girl’s rich dress was quite hidden.




  “Half an hour,” Jessie whispered. “It may be a little longer. I can trust your discretion. At first I was a little afraid that perhaps you might—but in your new character you are quite reliable. Do not stay any longer or we shall attract attention.”




  Lascelles wheeled his car round and started westward once more. Jessie hesitated just a minute to make quite sure that she had her permit in her pocket, when a two-horse brougham dashed up. Evidently some fashionable doctor summoned in a hurry, Jessie thought. But when she looked again at the perfectly appointed equipage, with its fine horses and its silver harness, she knew better. The thing was too fashionable and glittering for a doctor; besides, no man in the profession would use such a turn-out at night. Then, as Jessie looked again, her heart beat more violently as she recognised the face of the occupant. It was the Countess Saens. What did she want at this hour of the night? No errand of mercy, Jessie felt quite sure for the Countess Saens did not bear that reputation.




  Then like a flash it came to the girl standing hesitatingly on the pavement. The Countess had found some clue, possibly through the assertions of the maid Annette that the sham Miss Galloway was the thief who was responsible for the burglary. It was possible for such a train of thought to be started and worked out logically in that brilliant brain. But there was one other thing that Jessie would have given a great deal to know—How had the Countess discovered that the real Miss Galloway was detained by an accident at Charing Cross Hospital?




  Well, Jessie would know in a very few minutes. The Countess stepped out of her carriage and made her way into the hall of the hospital. She could be seen talking to the porter, who shook his head. Evidently the Countess was asking for something that was against the rules. Again the man shook his head. Jessie felt that a crisis was at hand. She stood on the pavement hesitatingly, so eager that her hand fell from her face; her features were distinct and lovely in the strong rays of light. A man walking past her in a great hurry, stopped, and an exclamation broke from him.




  “Vera!” he said hurriedly. “Vera, won’t you speak to me? Great heavens! A chance like this—”




  Instantly Jessie guessed what had happened. She was face to face with Vera’s lover, Charles Maxwell!
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  Dr. Varney went slowly and thoughtfully back to the house after seeing Jessie start on her adventure. The brilliant old scientist had ample food for thought as he walked along. It was not as if he did not thoroughly grasp the situation. He had a reputation for something besides medicine; his practice largely lay amongst diplomatists and statesmen. Once, even, he had been summoned to a consultation on the Illness of a king.




  So that he knew most of the inner political game by heart. He could be bold and discreet at the same time. Very little of the scandal that hung over the Asturian throne like a blighting cloud was hidden from him. He could have placed his finger on the fatal blot at once.




  In the library, Lord Merehaven with Ronald Hope and Lechmere were still talking over matters. Sir Reginald Lancing had disappeared, to Varney’s relief. The stricken old man had avowed himself to be bettor.




  He was sorry that he had obtruded his grief on his friends; he would like to go home at once; he did not wish for anybody to accompany him.




  “All this is very irregular,” Lord Merehaven was saying as Varney joined the group again and carefully closed the door behind him. “According to all precedent I should not discuss this matter with you gentlemen at all.”




  “But think what we may accomplish,” Ronald said eagerly. “The whole scandal may be averted. I fancy that you can trust everybody here, my lord.”




  “I have been the recipient of a few secrets in my time,” Lechmere said drily. “Lord Merehaven will not forget what my audacity accomplished in the Moscow case.”




  “Officially, I know nothing about it,” Lord Merehaven murmured. “Officially—”




  “Officially you know nothing about this matter,” Varney interrupted with some impatience. “A Minister cannot hold himself responsible for the statements made by an Irresponsible paper which is notoriously controlled by Americans. The ‘Mercury’ suggests that certain papers have been stolen, and that one of the culprits has fled, whilst the other has committed suicide. Who shall say that Mr. Maxwell has fled? Certainly, he has departed suddenly from Paris. Unfortunately, Captain Lancing has committed suicide. At the same time, it is a notorious fact that he has had heavy losses at cards and on the turf, which may count for everything. And as to those papers alleged to be stolen, why, Lord Merehaven had them in his own hands at seven o’clock to-night.”




  “An excellent piece of political logic,” said Lord Merehaven. “I could not have given a better explanation from my place in the House. But I fear that if I were pressed to say that I had taken steps to discover if those papers were intact—you see my position?”




  “I must speak plainly,” Lechmere went on. “It is any odds that the papers have gone. The thing has been arranged for some time; the house where the papers were to be handed over to the arch thief was actually fixed. The arch thief, taking the thing as a settled fact, gave a broad outline of what was going to happen to the editor of the ‘Evening Mercury.’ He saw a chance of a ‘scoop,’ and decided to take the chance of the papers not being delivered. It there was a hitch at the last moment, Hunt could easily wriggle out of it. But the papers changed hands, and Hunt’s bold plan was justified. Lancing saw the paragraph, and shot himself.”




  “But why should he shoot himself?” Lord Merehaven asked.




  “I fancy that is pretty obvious,” Lechmere went on. “Lancing was betrayed. Don’t you see that Hunt promised to-morrow to give a precis of the stolen documents. If my deductions are correct, Lancing only borrowed the papers on the distinct understanding that they should be returned. Lancing had a large sum of money for that act of his. If we find that he had considerable cash about him I shall be certain. No sooner had he parted with the papers than he was coolly betrayed. The receiver of the papers simply laughed at him. Who was the receiver of the papers?”




  “Some foe of England,” Lord Merehaven said. “A Russian agent, probably. If those papers are made public we shall have our trouble for our pains in Asturia, and Russia will buy the King of Asturia out. So far, I can see this thing quite plainly.”




  “You are right, beyond a doubt, my lord,” Lechmere went on. “With your permission I am going to locate exactly where those papers went. They went to a woman.”




  “I should doubt that,” Lord Merehaven said. “I should doubt it very much indeed.”




  “Nevertheless, I am going to prove it to you,” said Lechmere.




  “Those papers must have been disposed of after seven o’clock to-night. By nine o’clock Lancing had read in print how he had been cruelly betrayed. Well, with all his faults, Lancing was a man of high courage. He had great physical strength as well. What did he do directly he read that paragraph and saw that he had been deluded. Did he go off and shoot himself at once? Not he! He got up from the dinner table of his club quite quietly and called a hansom. Obviously he was going to lose no time in seeing the person to whom he delivered the important State papers. Is that logic?”




  The listeners standing round the fireplace admitted that it was. Interest was painted on every face.




  “We know now that Lancing failed in his mission, which was proved by the fact that he returned to his club and shot himself there. Now, I conclude that Lancing did not fail to find his deceiver. He would not have given up the search so easily as all that. It was not the man’s character, nor could the deceiver have left London, because it was imperative that the same deceiver should be on the spot to watch the progress of events. My idea is that Lancing saw the deceiver, and failed to get the papers back.”




  “Then where does his strength and courage come in?” Merehaven asked. “Remember that you began to draw a series of inferences from that same courage.”




  “I have not finished yet, my lord,” Lechmere said quietly. “Lancing failed because his courage and personal strength were useless in this case. If he had been dealing with a man he would not have hesitated. But poor Lancing was seriously handicapped by the fact that he had a woman for his antagonist. You can’t ill-treat a woman; you can’t damage her features and knock her teeth out. And that is why Lancing failed. He saw the woman, and she laughed at him. She defied him to do his worst. He could not denounce her without proclaiming his own shame, and the clever woman traded on that. Therefore Lancing went and shot himself. What do you think of my argument?”




  It was evident from the silence that followed that each of the little group was considerably impressed by the clear logic of the speaker’s story. It was not often that Lechmere said so much, though his reputation was high, and more than one knotty trouble had been solved by him.




  “Our friend is absolutely right,” Varney said at length. “The more I think of it the more certain I am. Perhaps he can tell us the name of the woman?”




  “That I am also in a position to do,” Lechmere proceeded without the slightest shade of triumph in his voice. “Accident helped me to that. In the hall some time ago there was a little scene between Countess Saens and her maid. The maid came to say that a strange robbery had taken place at the house of the Countess. Nothing had been taken but papers from a certain drawer. Now I was close by and heard that, and I had a good opportunity of seeing that lady’s face. Rage, anger, despair, murder almost, danced like so many devils in her dark eyes. The Countess was quick to recover herself, but she had betrayed herself to me. I did not think so very much of this at the time, but when I subsequently saw the Countess leave the house and subsequently found that she had gone off to have supper with Hunt of the ‘Evening Mercury’ in a private room at the Carlton, I know as well as if she had told me that she had met Hunt to tell him why she could not give him the chance of printing the crux of those stolen papers in the morning edition of the ‘Mercury’—for the simple reason that the papers had in turn been stolen from her.”




  Ronald Hope turned as if to speak, then as suddenly changed his mind. It would be a mistake to still further complicate matters at this juncture he thought.




  “It was to Countess Saens that Lancing delivered those papers,” Lechmere said finally. “Lord Merehaven looks dubious; but his lordship does not know, and I do, that the brilliant society creature, Countess Saens, is really one of the cleverest adventuresses in Europe—a police spy, passing as a kind of socialist and the rest. If I could see the King of Asturia—”




  “You shall,” Varney snapped out. “You shall see him before half an hour has passed. Stay where you are and—Stop! Hope, keep an eye on Prince Mazaroff, and see that he does not leave the house.”
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  With a strong feeling of congratulation that he had gleaned the whole story of her wild adventure from Jessie Harcourt, Varney walked coolly up the staircase. He had little difficulty in locating the room where the dissolute ruler of Asturia lay. It was the only locked door in that corridor, and he had the key in his pocket, which key, it will be remembered, Jessie handed over to him.




  The lights were still burning there; the king still lay in the huddled uniform of General Maxgregor on the bed. At the end of the corridor a telephone gleamed. Varney crossed over and called up his own confidential servant, to whom he gave a long message. This being done, he returned to the bedroom and carefully locked the door behind him. He crossed over to the bed and shook the royal occupant much as a policeman shakes a drunken tramp asleep in a gutter.




  “Get up,” he said. “Get up; you are wanted at once. And drink this—do you hear?”




  The blear-eyed wretch sat up in bed. He was shaking from head to foot. His hands shook as he hold them out for the contents of the bottle that Varney was holding—the rest of the drug that had been administered to Sir Reginald Lancing.




  “I hope it won’t hurt me,” the king whispered. “My doctor here, Dr. Varney—”




  “I am Dr. Varney,” said the latter coldly, “only you are still too drunk to know who I am. I am not likely to give you anything harmful—at least, not for the present. Where are your clothes? You never came here in that uniform.”




  “I was in evening dress,” the king said helplessly. “Somebody must have changed with me. Look and see, there’s a good fellow. Must have been a big fellow who played this trick on me.”




  Varney gave a grunt of disappointment. He recollected now that Maxgregor had gone off in the guise of the king. Therefore, if the king had that proposed treaty of abdication in his pocket, the same was in the possession of Maxgregor at this moment.




  “You are in the house of Lord Merehaven,” Varney said. “You should have come here to-night with the queen. In the interests of your country and in the interests of Europe, you should have been here. Instead of that you go off somewhere and get wretchedly drunk in some gambling-house. It was by great good luck that you were found and conveyed secretly here by the garden entrance. Kings have done some disgraceful things in their time, but nothing quite so bad as your conduct to-night. Where is the document that Prince Mazaroff gave you to sign?”




  It was a bow drawn at a venture, but the shaft went home.




  “I don’t know,” the king groaned. “I put it in my pocket. It was not the thing to sign all at once. Shouldn’t have pluck enough whilst I was sober. Then I had too much champagne. What was that you gave me to drink just now? Seems to make a new man of me. Haven’t felt so fit and well for years. Feel as if I could do anything now.”




  “You’ll want all your manhood presently,” Varney said coolly. “Your father was a man of courage, as I found out for myself in his last painful illness. You had pluck enough as a boy; you’d have it again now if you dropped your champagne. Wash yourself well, and make yourself look as respectable as possible. We are going downstairs.”




  “What, like this!” the king cried in dismay. “In a uniform that is far too big—”




  “Nothing of the kind. There is a change coming for you from your hotel. My confidential servant is seeing to it, and he will be here presently, with clean clothes and linen and an order or two you will be a passable king yet. Go and wash yourself at once. You are in my hands to-night.”




  There was a cold, stinging contempt in Varney’s tones by no means lost on the listener. Perhaps some sense of shame was stirring within him, for no reproof rose to his trembling, bibulous lips. Varney passed out presently, locking the door behind him as coolly as if he had been a gaoler. At the foot of the stairs a neat-looking footman was waiting with a parcel for Varney. As he took it Hope crossed the hall. There was a look of alertness, a desire for battle in his face.




  “What is going on?” Varney asked. “Something seems to have happened?”




  “Count Gleikstein is here,” Ronald whispered. “The Russian charge d’affaires in the absence at St. Petersburg of the Ambassador. You can imagine what he has come for. There was a great battle of wits going on in the salon. The Queen of Asturia is talking to Gleikstein, and I have secured the presence of Prince Mazaroff. Lechmere looks anxious for the fray, and I should say from the expression on his face that he has a knife up his sleeve. If we could play some strong card—”




  “We are going to,” Varney snapped, as he hugged his bundle under his arm. “Only keep the ball rolling for another quarter of an hour, and I shall be ready for you. Listen!”




  Very rapidly Varney whispered a few instructions into the ear of Hope. The latter grinned delightedly, then his face grew grave again. The thing was serious enough, and yet there was a fine element of comedy in it. It was diplomacy gone mad. On the hall stand was a stack of visiting cards. On one of them, chosen at haphazard, Hope wrote a message. He trusted that the queen would understand; in fact, he felt sure that she would.




  The little group in the salon, under the famous Romney and the equally famous Velasquez, was a striking one—the Queen of Asturia, tall and stately, and smiling as if perfectly at her ease; by her side Count Gleikstein, the Russian charge d’affaires, slim waisted, dark of face, and stern of eye, yet with a waxed moustache and an air that gave a suggestion of effeminacy to him. Lechmere was lounging by in a listless kind of way, and yet from time to time there was an eager tightening of his mouth that proved him ready for the fray. Prince Mazaroff completed the troup.




  Ronald Hope came up, and with a respectful bow tendered the card to the queen.




  She glanced at it leisurely; her face betrayed nothing as she read the message and handed the card back to Ronald again. One grateful look flashed from her eyes.




  “I regret that I cannot,” she said. “I have so many calls of that kind on my time. If the lady is a friend of yours, Captain Hope, I may stretch a point in her favour. She may call on my secretary at 11 o’clock to-morrow morning.”




  Ronald bowed deeply as if charged with a message, and hastened into the hall. The card he tore into small fragments and cast into a waste-paper basket under one of the hall tables. Then he went back to the striking group under the picture again.




  “I am afraid that it concerns all of us,” the Count was saying in a dangerously insinuating voice. “Of course, one can hardly be responsible for what the papers say, but in the present dangerous state of public opinion in Asturia—the queen will pardon me?”




  “I pardon anybody who does their duty lo their country at any cost,” the queen said. “If we could produce those papers that your royal master is so suspicious about—”




  “Then I am to understand that some papers of importance have really been stolen?” the Count said swiftly.




  “On the contrary, you are not to understand anything of the kind,” Lord Merehaven smiled. “My dear Count, I could lead you a fine wild-goose chase if I chose to allow your imagination free run. As a matter of fact, the papers you allude to were in my own hands at seven o’clock this evening. It is hardly possible that they could have been stolen and their contents made known to an American paper within an hour from that time. So easy am I in my mind that I have not even sent down to my office to see if the papers are still extant. And when you see the King of Asturia—”




  “But I understand that he has gone to Paris?” Count Gleikstein said, with a swift, meaning glance at the queen. “Of course, if his majesty were here, he could give us an assurance that he has in no way given his authority and let you know what I mean. I am afraid that those agreeable Bohemian excursions that his Majesty is so fond of are not regarded in Asturia in the same liberal light that they might be. Still, your assurance, my dear Lord Merehaven, will not—”




  “Will not weigh like that of his majesty,” Merehaven said. “It he were only here—”




  “He has been detained.” the queen said, ignoring a meaning smile that passed between the Count and Prince Mazaroff. “If I could only have a message—”




  A quick, smothered cry broke from Mazaroff as he looked to the door. Gleikstein followed his glance, and his face fell woefully. The queen smiled and advanced one step towards the door. Her dark eyes were filled with a great and lasting joy.




  “I think your kindness is going to be rewarded, Count,” she said. “‘Yes. I was not mistaken.”




  A tall footman in the doorway announced “His Majesty the King of Asturia!”




  XVIII - WATCHING




  

    Table of Contents

  




  It was not difficult for Jessie to guess the identity of the man who addressed her. Only a man who loved her and felt sure that he was loved in return would have spoken to a girl like that. This was Charles Maxwell beyond a doubt. Nice-looking enough, Jessie thought, with a pleasing, amiable face—perhaps a trifle too amiable, but there was no mistaking the power in the lines of the mouth.




  “What are you doing here like this?” he asked. “Heavens! Has all the world gone mad to-night?”




  The bitterness of despair rang in the speaker’s voice. Jessie noticed that Maxwell was dressed not in the least like men in his position usually dress at that time of the night. He wore a grey flannel suit and a panama hat pulled down over his eyes.




  “I came on urgent business,” Jessie said. “I presume that you are Mr. Maxwell?”




  “Why should I deny it?” the other asked. “I am Charles Maxwell, and the most miserable dog in London. But I am forgetting. Why do you ask me such a foolish question, Vera?”




  “Because I want to be quite sure of my ground,” Jessie said. “And because I am not Miss Vera Galloway at all. If you look at me very closely you will see that for yourself.”




  Maxwell stared at Jessie in a dull, wooden kind of way, as if the whole thing were past his comprehension.




  “Yes,” he said, “there is a difference but it is so subtle that even I should not have noticed it unless you had called my attention to it. But I know who you are now. You are Miss Harcourt, daughter of Colonel Harcourt, late of the—th. I have often told Vera of the wonderful likeness between you. If you should ever meet her in private life—”




  “I have met her; I am personating her at the present moment,” Jessie whispered.




  “Amazing!” Maxwell exclaimed. “But I understood that you were—that you had been—in short—”




  “Engaged in a Bond-street shop,” Jessie finished the sentence. “So I was till to-day, when I was discharged through no fault of my own. Miss Galloway sent for me to take her place. Secretly I have played her part all this evening. And she went away dressed in my simple black clothes—”




  “But why?” Maxwell demanded jealously. “Why all this absurd mystery?”




  “Surely you can guess? Why do you look so suspicious? I am not altogether in Miss Galloway’s confidence, but I understand that she wanted to save somebody whom she loved—somebody that was in trouble. It requires no great intelligence to guess that you were the person in question. It was all connected with those papers missing from the Foreign Office.”




  “I know no more about it than the dead.” Maxwell said vehemently. “The papers in question—and others—were as much in Lancing’s custody as mine. It was he who was to blame, though I admit that I locked the papers away to-night, after Lord Merehaven had done with them. When I saw the ‘Mercury’ I was horror-stricken. I guessed exactly what had happened.”




  “How could you guess what had happened.’




  “Because I have had my suspicions for some time,” Maxwell said. “I dismissed those suspicions as unworthy of me and insulting to Captain Lancing. I know that he was greatly infatuated with Countess Saens, whom a Mr. Lechmere, a late Queen’s Messenger, had warned me against as no better than a Russian spy. Lancing was mad over her. There is not the slightest doubt that she induced Lancing to let her have those papers to copy. Then she refused to return them, and Lancing committed suicide. That is what I make of it.”




  “The sensational report in the ‘Mercury’ went farther than that,” Jessie said. “It is assumed that you are a party to the conspiracy, and that you fled to Paris. Is that true, or going to be true?”




  “As heaven is my witness, no,” Maxwell said in a hoarse whisper. “When I had made up my mind what had happened, I determined to get possession of those papers. I vanished, saying that I was called suddenly to Paris. For the last four hours I have been dogging Countess Saens. I followed her here, and I am not going to lose sight of her until she is safely at home. And when she is once safely at home, I am going to do a desperate and daring thing. What is she doing here?”




  Jessie made no reply for the moment. She had pulled her wrap over her face again so that she should not he recognised. She was watching the movements of Countess Saens breathlessly. The woman had passed up the steps into the big hall beyond the swinging glass doors. She seemed to be arguing with a porter, who shook his head in an emphatic way. Evidently the Countess was angry; so much could he seen from her gestures and the shake of her shoulders.




  “She is trying to see a patient at irregular hours,” Jessie said, “and the porter is adamant. I pray from the bottom of my heart that she may fail.”




  “Is this another piece in the puzzle?” Maxwell asked hopelessly.




  “It is the key-piece of the problem,” said Jessie. “Ah, the porter is not to be moved. He has sent off an under porter, possibly to call one of the house surgeons. See, the Countess sits down.”




  Surely enough the Countess had flung herself angrily into a seat. Nobody seemed to care much about her, for she waited ten minutes without any sign of anybody in authority. Meanwhile Jessie was making Maxwell au fait with the situation.




  “You threatened some dangerous and desperate enterprise a little later on,” she said. “I suppose that is a supreme effort to try to get those papers?”




  “You have guessed it,” Maxwell said grimly. “If I could do that, the whole situation would be saved. We could do anything; we could point to Lancing’s suicide as the result of reckless gambling. Mind you, that would be more or less true. If Lancing had not been desperately situated, he would never have yielded to the Countess’s fascinations and sold those precious documents.”




  “Yes, yes,” Jessie interrupted. “But unless I am greatly mistaken, you have been forestalled. Somebody else has already removed the documents from Countess Saens’ custody.”




  “You don’t really mean that? What was it—a case of diamond cut diamond?”




  “Yes, but not quite in the way you imagine. Those papers were stolen in turn from Countess Saens to-night, taken from a drawer in her bedroom by Miss Galloway.”




  Maxwell pressed his hands to his head. The situation was too much for him. He groaned for an explanation.




  “I can only surmise,” Jessie said. “But presently you will have to admit that I have very strong grounds for my surmises. In some way Miss Galloway obtained a clue to what was about to happen. That is why I was called in to take her place, so that she could have an hour or two without being suspected. An hour or so ago Countess Saens’ maid came to Merehaven House with the information that there had been a burglary in the Countess’s bedroom, but that nothing besides some papers seemed to be missing. That those papers were important could be guessed by the ghastly yet furious expression on the lady’s face. The maid was pressed for a description of the thief—who, by the by, was a woman. And then and there the maid pitched upon me. She declared point blank that it was I who committed the burglary. What do you think of that?”




  “You are a clover young lady,” Maxwell said hoarsely. “Pray go on.”




  “The maid stuck to her guns, though everybody laughed at her. She said the thief was dressed in plain black, and as I was in evening dress, and been seen all the evening, those who heard were amused. But I understood. In my plain black dress Miss Galloway had gone to the Countess’s house and stolen those papers. The thing was as clear as daylight to anybody behind the scenes. Under the circumstances, your prospective burglary would be so much loss of time.”




  “I quite understand that,” Maxwell muttered. “It is exceedingly clever of you to read between the lines so clearly. Vera has done this for my sake. But how did she know—how could she possibly tell what was going to happen, and when those papers were to be found? Of course, I guessed where the trouble lay directly I saw the ‘Mercury’ paragraph, but Vera! And she never takes the slightest interest in politics. What are you looking at?”




  Once more Jessie was staring intently past the swinging doors of the hospital into the big hall beyond. The Countess had now risen from her chair and was facing a little man with a bald head and gold-rimmed spectacles, who appeared to be explaining something to her. Jessie could see him bow and shake his head. Her breath came very fast.




  “Why are you so interested in the Countess’s present action?” Maxwell asked.




  “Because she has come here to try and see a patient,” Jessie whispered intently. “From the bottom of my heart, I pray that she may fail. If she succeeds we are ruined, you are ruined. For the patient is no other than Vera Galloway.”
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  “I suppose I shall be able to take it all in presently,” Maxwell said feebly. “Vera is a patient here, and the Countess has come to see her. But would you mind explaining to me why Vera is here, and what has happened to her, and what that fiend of a woman desires to know?”




  “It was a case of cruel misfortune,” Jessie said, “Miss Galloway was knocked down by a passing cab in Piccadilly and brought here. She was not so badly hurt, because she had the sense to call herself by my name. Besides, Dr. Varney saw her there. And Dr. Varney discovered my secret, so that I was obliged to confide in him. Now do you see?”




  “I can’t see where the Countess Saens comes in,” Maxwell murmured.




  “You are not very wise or long-sighted for a diplomatist,” Jessie said with a smile.




  “Don’t you see that the Countess’s maid’s suspicions fell on fruitful soil? When she left Merehaven House for her own, she discovered the full significance of her loss. Then she began to put things together. She had an idea that a trick had been played upon her. She had the police in—”




  “Yes, but how did she discover that anybody answering to Vera’s description was here?”




  “Easily enough. Her maid gave the description of the thief. Then the police began to make inquiries. They discover that a girl in black answering to the maid’s description has been brought here after an accident. They tell the Countess as much. The police don’t worry about the matter for the present, because their bird is quite safe. But that is not good enough for the Countess. She comes here to make sure for herself; she suspects the trick.”




  “I confess that you are too clever for me,” Maxwell sighed. “And yet everything you say is absolutely clear and convincing. I am afraid that there is still a further trouble looming ahead. How did you get to know what had happened?”




  “Miss Galloway sent me a message by a district boy. The Idea was that I was to try to see her without delay, and go on playing my part until we could resume our respective personalities. Without some further coaching such a thing was impossible. I took Dr. Varney into my confidence, and he gave me a permit to see Vera Galloway to-night. I am here at a considerable risk, as you understand, though I have prepared for my return to Merehaven House. Ah, she has failed.”




  The Countess was standing up and gesticulating wildly before the little man in the gold-rimmed glasses. He seemed to be profoundly sorry, but he was quite firm. He signalled the porter, who opened one of the big glass doors and signified that the Countess could depart.




  “Even her fascinations have failed,” Jessie said. “Please let me go, Mr. Maxwell. If I am recognised now everything is ruined. And you had better not be seen, either.”




  “Every word that you say is replete with wisdom,” Maxwell said. “One moment. I must see you again to-night, and know how things are going. Will you meet me in an hour’s time in the garden at the back of Merehaven House? Don’t say no.”




  “If it can possibly be managed,” said Jessie. “Now I must go. You had better get into the shadow across the road. I feel that all is going to be well yet.”




  Maxwell lounged away, and Jessie passed quickly along as the Countess came down the steps and stepped into her brougham. Jessie waited to see the flashing equipage drive away before she turned again, and in her turn mounted the steps of the hospital.




  Jessie boldly demanded to see a patient named Harcourt, and thrust her permit into the porter’s hand. He looked a little suspicious over this fuss about a mere patient, but the name on the permit had its force, and presently Jessie found herself entering one of the wards under the charge of a nurse. The nurse glanced at Jessie’s half concealed face, and came to the natural conclusion that here was a sister of the latest accident case. Under the circumstances, she had no hesitation in leaving Jessie and Vera Galloway together.




  “Thank heaven you have come!” Vera whispered. “No, there is not much the matter. I suppose I must have fainted at the shock and the pain, but the doctor says I shall be out in two or three days at the outside. It is a case of bruised tendons more than anything else. You dear, brave girl!”




  The dear brave girl forced a smile to her lips. All the same, the prospect was alarming. It was one thing to carry this imposture through for an hour or two, but quite another to keep the comedy going for some days longer. But audacity carries such things through.




  “Tell me everything that has happened,” Vera went on. “Don’t let us dwell on this cruel misfortune. Everything seemed going so well when that wretched cab came along. Perhaps I was dazed by my success. I know that I was shaking from head to foot…but that mattered to nobody but myself. Tell me.”




  Jessie proceeded with her story. She had a deeply interested listener. Vera turned from side to side, and her face grew pale as she listened to the amazing story that Jessie told her.




  “So I am in danger,” she said. “The Countess suspects. And it was all true, all about Charles and Captain Lancing. I heard that as I came along. If I could only see Charlie—”




  “I saw him not five minutes ago,” Jessie said. “Perhaps I had better finish my story, and then you can ask any questions you like afterwards.”




  Vera composed herself to listen with what patience she could. Her white face was flushed and hot before Jessie had finished. The latter looked uneasy. She was evidently uneasy in her mind about something.




  “I am afraid that I must ask you to confide in me more fully,” Jessie said. “Presently I will ask you to give me a few simple instructions whereby I can keep in touch with my position. But you will recognise the danger, both to you and myself. The Countess has her suspicions aroused, as I have told you. Now tell me, did you visit her house to-night? Were you the burglar, so to speak, who—”




  “I was. I may as well admit it to you. It was the matter of the papers. You see I knew—”




  “Yes, but how did you know?” Jessie persisted. “You saw me this evening quite early. At that time those papers were quite safe at the Foreign Office. How could you tell then that they were going to be stolen, or rather, conveyed to Countess Saens? And if you knew that the robbery was going to take place, why did you not warn Lord Merehaven? Or, better still; tell Mr. Maxwell what you had discovered?”




  “I could not get in touch with Charlie at that moment,” Vera said, speaking as if with difficulty. The tears had gathered in her eyes. “There was no time to be lost.”




  “I am still very much at sea,” Jessie said gently. “What aroused your suspicions?”




  “Yes, I had better tell you everything,” Vera said in a firmer tone. “You have been so good to me; you are so loyal and brave. There never was anybody so good to a stranger before.”




  “No, no. I did it all for money. It was because I was so desperately placed—”




  “It is nothing of the kind, Jessie, and you know it. You would have done the same for me in any case—I feel certain that you would. My first suspicions were aroused by a letter which came into my hands. It was evidently sent in mistake, and written by Charlie to Countess Saens. It seems as if the two had struck up a violent flirtation together. If I cared less than I do for Charlie—”




  “I would not lot your mind dwell on that,” Jessie said soothingly. “When you get to the bottom of this business you will find that there is some plan on the part of that infamous woman. May I ask you whether that letter was an admission of guilt on the part of Mr. Maxwell, or—”




  “It might have been. In the light of recent events it certainly looks like it. But pretty well everything is capable of explanation, as you know. I shall possess my soul a patience….I am so dazed and confused now that I do not seem able to think clearly. But when I sent for you I could see everything as clear as crystal before my eyes. Unless I had met that cab everything would have been all right, and you would have been back at home by this time and nobody any the wiser.”




  “Then you were quite successful?” Jessie asked eagerly.




  “Absolutely successful. I can’t think now how I had courage to do it. Once I got going, my nerves never failed me for a moment. You see, I know that house where the Countess lives; I have been there so many times before. And I felt so strong and resolute, especially when I passed the porter and he did not make any protest. But the rest you already have from the Countess Saens’s maid. It was a sheer piece of bad luck finding her there at all.”




  “And you got safely out of the house with those papers? That was a bit of good luck indeed.”




  Vera Galloway smiled. A sudden idea came to her—the idea seemed to come to both girls at the same time. It was Jessie who put the question.




  “And where are the papers now?” she asked. “You had better let me have them.”




  “Have them!” Vera echoed blankly. “Where are they? Don’t say they were lost after I fell under the cab!”




  There were no papers anywhere to be found.
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  Cool hand as he was, even Lechmere glanced with astonishment at the King of Asturia. The ruler was small and mean-looking generally, but now he seemed to be transformed. Varney’s drug must have been a powerful one to make that difference. For here was a king—a boy specimen with red hair, but a king all the same. Count Gleikstein flashed a furious glance at Mazaroff, who merely shrugged his shoulders. But he was puzzled and annoyed, as Lechmere could see from the expression of his face. The comedy was a pleasing one for the old queen’s messenger.




  The great salon was still well filled by Lord Merehaven’s guests, for this was one of the functions of the season, and few people were going further to-night. It was known, too, that the great diva also had captured all hearts, and was going to sing again. Therefore the big room, with its magnificent pictures and china and statuary, gleaming with hundreds of electric lights, was still filled with a brilliant mass of moving colour.




  A thrill and a murmur had run round the brilliant assembly as the King of Asturia came in. There had been many rumours lately, but nobody quite knew the truth. The King of Asturia had either abdicated his throne or he had been deposed by a revolution. The papers had been full of gossip lately, for the Queen of Asturia was a popular figure in London society, and people were interested. It was for this reason—it was for the sake of necessary people that Lord Merehaven had hoped to have seen his royal guest earlier.




  But here he was at last, making a dramatic entrance at exactly the proper time, and surprising even the man who had brought this mischief about.




  “The constitution of an ox,” Varney told himself. “With a heart like his, too! And yet an hour ago he was looking death in the face. I’ll try that drug again.”




  The king came forward smiling and at his ease. He bowed to the queen, and placed his hand to his lips. Then he extended his fingers to Lord Merehaven.




  “My dear lord, I am much distressed to be so late,” he said. “I dare say the queen will have told you the reason why I have been delayed. Ah, good evening, Count Gleikstein. Prince Mazaroff, I wonder you are not ashamed to look me in the face.”




  Mazaroff muttered something and looked uncomfortable. He was understood to ask what he had done.




  “Now, there is an elastic conscience for you!” the king cried. “That man comes between me and my duty to my people, and then he asks what he has done! He knows that love of pleasure is my stumbling-block, and he plays on my weakness. Only this very afternoon he comes to me with a proposal which I find utterly irresistible. My dear prince, I shall have to forswear your company. You had no right to take me where you took me to-day.”




  Mazaroff stepped back puzzled and confused. He had decided that he knew his man well, but here was an utterly unexpected phase of his character.




  “You gave me certain papers to sign,” the king went on. “Positively, I have utterly forgotten what they were all about. Nothing very important, or I should not have presumed to sign them. Something to do with concessions, were they not?”




  “That is so, please your majesty,” Mazaroff stammered. “It is a matter that will keep. If you will go over the petition at your leisure? As a liberal-minded man myself—”




  “My dear Mazaroff, your liberal-mindedness is proverbial. But as to those papers, I lost them. Positively, they are nowhere to be found. You must let me have others.”




  A curious clicking sound came from Mazaroff’s lips. The face of Count Gleikstein turned pale with anger. There was a comedy going on, and the grave listeners with their polite attention knew what was happening quite as well as if the conversation had been in plain words.




  “Your majesty is pleased to jest with me,” Mazaroff said hoarsely.




  “Indeed, I am not, my good fellow. Blame yourself for the excellency of that brand of champagne. We dined somewhere, did we not? I must have changed somewhere after, for I distinctly remember burning a hole in my shirt front with a cigarette, and behold there is no burn there now! Somewhere in the pocket of a dress-coat lies your precious concessions.”




  “I think,” the queen said with some dignity, “we had better change the conversation. I do not approve of those medieval customs in my husband. Ah, Madame Peri is going to sing again.”




  There was a hush and a stir, and once more the glorious liquid notes broke out. Mazaroff slipped away, followed presently by Count Gleikstein. The latter’s face was smiling and gay as he addressed some remark to Mazaroff in a low tone, but his words were bitter.




  “You senseless fool,” he said. “How have you managed to blunder in this Idiotic way? And after everything had been so perfectly arranged. It would have been known to-morrow in every capital in Europe that the Queen of Asturia attended the important diplomatic and social function alone. We could have hinted that the king had already fled. In the present state of feeling in Asturia that would have ensured the success of the revolution.”




  “And the occupation of Russia in the interests of peace,” Mazaroff sneered. “My dear Gleikstein, I am absolutely dumbfounded. It was as the king says. I lured him into a house where only the fastest of men go, a gambling den. I saw that act of abdication in his pocket. I saw him so helplessly intoxicated that it was any odds he was not seen before morning. I arranged for him to be detained where he was. To-morrow the thing would have been done; it would have been done to-day, but he was past signing. Then he comes here clothed and in his right mind. It is amazing. We shall have to begin all over again, it seems to me.”




  “We certainly have received a check,” Gleikstein admitted with a better grace. “But there are other cards to play yet. Those papers missing from the Foreign Office, for instance. To get to the bottom of England’s game will be a great advantage.”




  “Don’t you know that we have been beaten there as well?” said Mazaroff.




  “You don’t mean to say so! Impossible! Why, the countess sent a cypher message to say that she had been entirely successful. The message was not sent direct to me, of course, but it came by a sure hand about 8 o’clock. The countess had not read those papers, but they were most assuredly in her possession. She promised me that—”




  “Well, she is no longer in a position to fulfil her promise,” said Mazaroff. “To return, the papers were most impudently stolen from her house. It is quite true, my dear Gleikstein, that we both realise the powerful secret combination that we have to fight against. Don’t you see what a clever lot they are! How they have tracked our deeds and acts! How did they manage to recover the king and bring him here clothed and in his right mind? Why the thing is nothing less than a miracle. Then the countess loses those papers almost before they are in her possession. It is any odds that she had not even sufficient time to glance at them.”




  “But you are quite sure that the papers have been lost, Mazaroff?”




  “Absolutely certain, though the countess did not tell mo so. She left here in a violent hurry on her maid coming to say that there had been a burglary at her house. I heard all that in the hall. The maid said nothing but papers had vanished. One glance at the face of the countess told me what papers those were. And so we have a powerful combination against us who can work miracles and undo our best efforts almost before the knots are securely tied. For the present we are beaten, and it will be just as well for you to realise it thoroughly.”




  Gleikstein would have said more, but Lechmere lounged up at the same moment. His grey, lean face was quite smooth and placid; there was a smile on his face.




  “What are you two old friends conspiring about?” he asked.




  “There is never any conspiracy so far as diplomacy is concerned,” Gleikstein said smoothly. “We are all crystal wells of truth. Who told you we were old friends?”




  “My eyes,” Lechmere said quite coolly. “And my excellent memory: It is idle to try and deceive an old queen’s messenger like me. You look puzzled, both of you. Cast your minds back to November 15, 1897, at Moscow. It was at the Hotel Petersburg. Three men were playing 100. There was a waiter with one eye in the room. Come, there is a puzzle for you.”




  And Lechmere lounged on as if anxious to catch up a passing acquaintance.




  “What does he mean?” Mazaroff muttered anxiously. “What does the fellow know?”
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  Gleikstein looked as utterly puzzled as his companion. They glanced at one another in a guilty kind of way. Evidently the allusion to the Hotel Petersburg mentioned by Lechmere conjured up some painful and none too creditable associations.




  “There was only one other man present, and he has totally disappeared,” said Gleikstein. “Now how did that man come to know all about it? One never seems quite to get away from the past.”




  Somebody attracted Gleikstein’s attention, and Mazaroff wandered off into the garden. He was uneasy and disturbed in his mind, and anxious over the failure of his plot. It seemed as if the whole affair was little better than an open secret. As an agent of Russia, he was anxious to see the abdication of the throne by the King of Asturia. Asturia was a stumbling block South in the path of Russian progress. Once the king had abdicated or been forced from his throne by a revolution, Russia would certainly step in under the plea of the maintenance of peace in a notoriously turbulent region. They might concede to European opinion by placing a puppet on the throne, but henceforth Asturia would be no better or worse than a Russian province. If this was accomplished, then Mazaroff netted a fortune. Only to-day it had seemed in his grasp.




  And with the swiftness of a lightning flash, everything had changed. The puppet had been torn from Mazaroff’s hands; those compromising papers had vanished from Countess Saens’ drawer. At the present moment Lord Merehaven was in a position to shrug his shoulders, and say that these suspicions must be verified before he was prepared to admit anything. It was a comedy on both sides, but it remained a comedy so long as those papers were not forthcoming.




  Mazaroff was brought back out of the grave of these gloomy reflections by a footman who tendered him a note. There was no answer, the servant said, he had merely had to deliver the letter to Prince Mazaroff. With a new interest in life, Mazaroff recognised the Countess Saens’ neat writing. He read the letter slowly and thoughtfully, then tearing it in small pieces he dropped the fragments into the heart of a laurel bush. A slow, cruel smile spread over his dark face.




  “So that is the game,” he muttered. “Strange that I did not spot it before. Still, the marvellous likeness would have deceived anybody. The maid was not far wrong after all. Well, at any rate, I shall have some sport out of this. Who knows what it may lead to?”




  Quite eagerly Mazaroff dropped his cigarette and returned to the house. He walked from one room to the other as if looking for somebody. He was in search of Miss Galloway, he said. Had anybody seen her lately? He had an important message to deliver to her from Countess Saens. The cry was taken up—it became generally known that Vera Galloway was sought after.




  One had seen her here and one had seen her there, but nobody knew anything definite. The more difficult the search became, the more Prince Mazaroff appeared to be pleased.




  The quest came to the ears of Dr. Varney at length. He dropped the ever pleasant conversation in which he was indulging with a famous lady novelist and became alert instantly.




  “I fancy I can find her,” he said. “Who seeks her so closely at this time of night?”




  “Prince Mazaroff,” a girl laughed as she passed by. “Is it a proposal, do you think, doctor? Fancy being proposed to by a real prince!”




  But Varney was anxious behind his answering smile. His name had not been mentioned in the business at all. He was quite free to cross-examine Mazaroff without the latter being in the least suspicious. And Varney had a pretty shrewd idea that Mazaroff regarded him as an elderly old fossil who had a child’s mind outside the regions of science. He pottered up to the Russian presently.




  “What are you seeking?” he asked. “Is there anything that I can do for you?”




  “Yes; I am looking for Miss Galloway,” Mazaroff said, with a gleam in his eye that told Varney a great deal more than the speaker imagined. “I have an important message for her.”




  “Well, tell me what it is and I will deliver it,” Varney said with a vacuous smile. “As the family physician there are no secrets from me. Who seeks Miss Galloway?”




  “Tell her the Countess Saens,” Mazaroff said. “I fancy she will understand that. I have just had a letter—”




  But Varney had wandered off as if the conversation did not in the least interest him. As a matter of fact, he was both startled and uneasy. Mazaroff had been too communicative in the hour of his supposed triumph, and he had told Varney everything. Mazaroff had had a letter from the Countess, and the Countess had guessed, on finding her precious papers missing, exactly what had happened. On making inquiries, Countess Saens had discovered that there was a double of Miss Galloway somewhere, and she had asked Mazaroff to make sure of the fact. And Mazaroff was the very man who was wholly responsible for the appearance of Jessie Harcourt at Merehaven House. But for his flagrant insult of the girl she would not have been here at all. There was danger in the air.




  And the danger was not lessened by the fact that Jessie had not returned. People presently would begin to think it strange that Miss Galloway was not to be found. And if those two came face to face—Jessie and Mazaroff—what an explosion there would be!




  Well, forewarned was forearmed, Varney told himself as he walked back to the house. Jessie would be back before long, and then the whole thing must come out. But Jessie had done good work, not only on behalf of her new friend Vera Galloway, but also on behalf of England and the peace of Europe. This pretty, resolute, sharp girl had suddenly become an important piece in the great game of diplomatic chess. If necessary, Merehaven must be told everything. He must be shown the absolute importance of checking Mazaroff and rendering his last stroke utterly futile. When Merehaven came to know what had happened, he would be compelled to stand by the side of Jessie Harcourt. It would have to be a strong game of bluff, Varney decided. Merehaven would be properly indignant when the confession came; he would refuse to believe that his niece could be party to anything of the kind. Jessie could come into the room if Mazaroff decided to make an exposure, and sit with becoming dignity. She would decline to listen to the Russian’s preposterous suggestion, and with all the dignity at his command Merehaven would back the girl up. Varney began to chuckle to himself as he thought of Mazaroff’s discomfiture.




  But whilst Mazaroff was hunting round for the double of Miss Galloway, never dreaming that she had left the house, Merehaven must be warned. It was a difficult matter to detach the old diplomat from the circle surrounding him, but Varney succeeded at length.




  “Now what is the matter?” Merehaven said tartly. “Another surprise? Really, I seem to be living in an atmosphere of them to-night, and I am getting too old for these shocks. What is the matter?”




  “A great deal, or I would not bother you in this way,” Varney said. “Make an excuse to get away for a few minutes and go to your study. It is absolutely imperative that I should have a word or two with you before you speak to Mazaroff again.”




  Merehaven complied with a sigh for his lost social evening. He went off in the direction of his study, but Varney did not follow him direct. On the contrary, he lounged into the garden intending to enter the study by the window, which he knew to be open. By the time he reached the garden he had a full view of Merehaven bending over his writing table as if despatching a note. At the same instant a figure rose from behind a group of rose trees and confronted Varney. As her black wrap fell away he had no difficulty in recognising the features of Jessie Harcourt.




  “I am back again, you see,” she said breathlessly. “It is such wonderful good fortune to meet you here so soon, and where we can speak at once. Dr. Varney, have I missed anything? Is there anything that you have to tell me? Have I been missed? Nothing has happened since I left?




  “Not till the last moment,” Varney said. “My dear child, positively I can’t stay a moment to tell you. It is imperative that I should have a few words with Lord Merehaven at once, before Prince Mazaroff can get to him. Stay here under the shadow of the house; keep the wrap over your head. Nobody is likely to come out again to-night. And please to listen to everything that is going to be said, because the conversation will give you the clue that I cannot stay to afford you now. Ah!”




  Varney darted forward until he reached the window of the library, and then he stumbled into the room as if he had found his way there quite by accident. At the same moment Mazaroff entered from the hall. His face was pale, his eyes glittered with something of a sneering triumph. He advanced to the writing table and laid a hand on Lord Merehaven’s shoulder.




  “May I ask your lordship’s attention for a moment?” he said. “I have something important and, I am afraid, very painful to say to you.”




  Jessie strained her ears to listen.
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  As Jessie sat there by the bedside of her new- found friend, she hardly knew what to say.




  It was impossible, after all that Jessie had seen and heard, to believe that the papers so boldly purloined by Vera Galloway were not of the least importance. Otherwise there would not have been all those alarms and excursions, and most assuredly Countess Saens would have made no attempt to get into the hospital. Vera had handled the missing Foreign Office documents beyond a doubt.




  “Cannot you recollect anything about them?” Jessie urged.




  “Absolutely nothing at all,” Vera replied. “You see, I was so utterly overcome by the success of my daring exploit that I was half dazed. I had saved the situation, and I had saved Charlie Maxwell also. I suppose I must have crossed Piccadilly in a dream. Then there was a violent shock, and I came to my senses; but only for a moment, and then I was utterly unconscious till I arrived here. I had just sense enough left to remember that I was called ‘Harcourt,’ and there it ended.”




  “And yet I suppose all your underlinen is marked?” Jessie suggested.




  “Only with a monogram, one of those intricate things that nobody could possibly understand. But look round, and see if you can find any trace of those papers. In a vague way I remember clutching them tightly in my hand as the cab struck me.”




  But there were no papers to be seen. The nurse knew nothing of them, and the hall porter was equally sure that the patient carried nothing as she entered the hospital. Doubtless they had fallen in the road and had been picked up by somebody who would not have the slightest idea of the value of their contents. It was so cruelly hard that the tears rose to Vera’s eyes.




  “It does seem terrible,” she said, “after all the risk and all the danger. I could cry out when I think of it, I could sit up in bed and scream. And to think that those documents are perhaps lying in the gutter at this very moment! Jessie, is there nothing you can do?”




  “I can have faith and courage,” Jessie replied. “I will ask Dr. Varney what is best to be done. At any rate, there is one way in which we have the better of our foes. They know that the papers are stolen, but they don’t know that they have been lost again. I dare say Dr. Varney will think of a plan. But I cannot believe that Mr. Maxwell was guilty. I saw him just now, as I told you, and I am quite certain that he is no traitor to his country.”




  “I hope not,” Vera said. “It seems almost incredible. When Charlie’s face rises up before me, I feel that I have been dreaming. Yet I know that he has been exceedingly friendly with the Countess Saens. There was assuredly a kind of flirtation between them. I tried to believe that I was needlessly jealous. I should have thought no more about it until I received that anonymous letter.”




  “Anonymous letter!” Jessie exclaimed. “That is the first time that you have mentioned it at all to me.”




  “Because I forgot. As a matter of fact, I had no opportunity. It was only just before I came to you in my distress and trouble. The letter was beautifully written on very good paper. I am quite sure that it emanated from a lady of education. It simply said that if I would save the man I loved from ruin, I had better contrive to find my way into the Countess Saens’s bedroom to-night between the hours of nine and eleven. Also, I was to open the second drawer of the Dutch cabinet, the key of which I should find on the top of the clock. You see, I had heard my uncle mention this Asturian trouble. The queen was a friend of mine, and I divined what was going to happen. I tried to see Charlie, but I was baffled there.”




  “Then you came into my mind, and I determined to put a desperate resolve into execution. I knew Countess Saens’s house well; she took it furnished from some friends of ours, and I had been in every room there. I knew the countess was coming to my aunt’s party. And when I started out on my errand I was more or less in the dark until I heard those dreadful newsboys proclaiming the tragedy. Then one or two hints dropped by the Queen of Asturia came back to me, and I knew then the import of my mission. That mission was accomplished, as you know. How I failed at the very last moment you already know.”




  “But I am not going to admit that you have failed,” Jessie urged. “There can be no question of the fact that you dropped those papers. It is equally certain that somebody picked them up. They would be nothing to an outsider, who would probably take them to Scotland Yard. I decline to admit that we are beaten yet.”




  “It is very good of you to say so,” Vera said gratefully. “You will have to play my part till to-morrow, when Dr. Varney must contrive to come and see me. He will have to certify that I am quite well enough to be moved, and then I shall proceed in a cab to your lodgings, still passing as Jessie Harcourt. You will write to your sister and ask her to be prepared. Then you will come home and we will change clothes once more, so that nobody will be any the wiser. Don’t worry about anything; be prepared and silent, and leave matters to my maid. And never again so long as I live shall you want a friend, Jessie. God bless you!”




  Jessie rose and kissed the tearful face of the speaker. The nurse was hovering about again with a suggestion that it was high time the visitor departed. Jessie blessed the long black wrap and hood that Varney’s foresight had provided her with, seeing that she would have to walk home. She would not have been afraid under ordinary circumstances, but the spectacle of a well dressed woman walking in that guise at dead of night was likely to attract attention. As a matter of fact, it did attract attention, for a man passed Jessie at the hospital door.




  “Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “It is I Charles Maxwell. Glad to find that a turned-up collar and hat pulled over the eyes makes so much difference. How is she Miss—Miss—”




  Maxwell boggled over the name, and Jessie did not help him. Miss Galloway was going on very well indeed, but she had had her perilous errand for nothing. There was no object whatever in Mr. Maxwell committing a second attack on the house of the countess, seeing that the precious documents had already been abstracted by Vera Galloway.




  That Miss Galloway had lost the papers made no difference.




  “That’s very unfortunate,” Maxwell said with a little sigh. “A brave and daring action like that should have been fully rewarded. Still, it gives us breathing time; it enables me to defy the foe. Let me walk back with you as far as the garden gate of Merehaven House. We shall pass the residence of Countess Saens on the way, and we may notice something.”




  Jessie had no objection to make. On the contrary, she was glad of a male companion. Usually she did not mind being out late; but then she was not dressed for society, and the shoes she wore were not satin ones with old paste buckles.




  Very silently they walked along the now deserted streets. Then Maxwell paused, and indicated a house on the opposite side of the road. A brilliant light burned in the hall, and in the dining-room the electrics were fully on. The lace blinds were half down, and beyond the bank of Parma violets and maidenhair fern in the window boxes it was possible to obtain a glimpse into the room.




  “The countess is at home,” Maxwell whispered. “I know that for certain. I don’t fancy she has gone out again, for a messenger boy was summoned to the house. Ah, there she is!”




  By stooping a little it was possible to see the figure of the countess. She had discarded her jewels and her flowers; she had a tiny cigarette in her mouth. She took her place at a table and seemed to be writing something. Presently a man entered the room a slight man, with a pale face and a mass of flame-coloured hair on his head; across his gleaming white shirt an order or two glittered.




  Maxwell grasped Jessie’s arm; he spoke with a fierce indrawing of his breath.




  “Do you see that?” he whispered “Do you recognize anybody in that figure standing there the man, I mean?”




  “The King of Asturia,” Jessie replied promptly. It was not possible to be quite certain at that distance, but the dining-room was flooded with light. Beyond doubt here was the ruler of Asturia, whom Jessie had left not so long before in a state of collapse.




  “Look at him,” Maxwell said in tones of the deepest contempt. “Look at the smiling scoundrel. And yet to save him and his kingdom one of the noblest women in England is risking her all. For his sake General Maxgregor does outrage to his feelings and conceals his passionate love for the queen. I would give ten years of my life to know what is going on there.”




  It was impossible to hear, however, it was also impossible to see anything from the near side of the road. Jessie’s anger was almost as passionate as that of her companion. It seemed a lamentable thing that the King of Asturia should be so lost to all sense of his position. And he must have known that he was making himself quite at home in the house of his deadliest enemy.
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  Maxwell’s coolness had come back to him again. His face was alert and vigorous; his anger had gone.




  “I am afraid that I shall have to ask you to go on alone,” he said. “In the face of this discovery I do not see my way to lose this opportunity. The king cannot stay here long; you will see that it is impossible for Countess Saens to run any further risks. I am going to wait.”




  Jessie felt that she would like to wait also, but duty was urging her elsewhere. She stood irresolute just a moment as a figure came down the street, and pausing before the house opposite, whistled a bar from some comic opera. Maxwell touched Jessie’s arm.




  “Just a minute,” he said. “Cling to me as if we were saying good-night. Unless I am greatly mistaken, the whistle was no more than a signal. Ah, that is what I thought! Evidently all the servants have gone to bed, for here is the Countess herself.”




  The Countess opened the door and stood on the step with the light behind her. The man stopped whistling and walked up the steps. He saluted the Countess properly.




  “So you are here at last!” she said. The night was so close and still that her voice was easily carried across the road. “I thought that you were never coming. Take this note and see that Prince Mazaroff has it without delay. You will be able to give him the signal. See it goes into his own hand. Oh, yes, Merehaven House. The best way will be by the garden door. You know where that is.”




  The man nodded, and said something in Russian that the listeners could not follow. Then he lounged off up the road and the Countess vanished. Maxwell was all energy.




  “Come along,” he said. “I have changed my mind. What the king does for the next few hours must be on his own head and on his own account. It is far greater importance for me to know what message it is that the Countess has sent to Prince Mazaroff. We will walk quickly and get ahead of that fellow, so that I can hide myself in the garden before he comes. We shall probably find that the signal is a bar or two of the same opera that our man was whistling just now. Unless fortune plays me a very sorry trick, I shall see the inside of that letter within half an hour.”




  The slouching figure of the unconscious Russian was passed in a perfectly natural way. Maxwell glanced at him sideways, and saw that he had slipped the letter into his breast pocket. The garden gate leading into the grounds of Merehaven House was safely reached, and Jessie drew a sigh of relief as she threw off her wrap and cast it on a seat. If anybody saw her now it would be assumed that she had come out for a breath of fresh air.




  She saw the lights streaming from the library window; she saw the little group there, and she drew nearer. She heard enough to tell her that she was in deadly peril of being discovered. If Mazaroff was not stopped, if he persisted in his determination, the fraud must be exposed.




  What was to be done? Something would have to be done, and speedily. Varney could be trusted to stave off the evil moment as long as possible. If she could come and spoil Mazaroff’s game? The idea came to Jessie like a flash—she tingled with it.




  The queen! Who else but the Queen of Asturia? Jessie raced round and reached the house. She hoped that she would not be too late; she prayed that the queen had not gone. There she was, on the couch of the salon, quiet and dignified as usual, but her dark eyes were alert. She looked about her from time to time as if seeking something. Greatly daring, Jessie made a sign. With her forefinger she actually beckoned to the queen! But there was no sign of offended displeasure in the face of royalty. On the contrary, the queen rose and making some excuse walked to the door. Once outside her manner changed entirely. Her face grew haggard; her eyes had a hunted expression.




  “What is it?” she asked. “Something very wrong or you would never…. But never mind that. Speak plainly and I will do anything I can to assist. Ay, menial work if necessary.”




  “There is no necessity, madame,” Jessie said breathlessly. “Nor have I time to explain. That will come later. Prince Mazaroff has made what he deems to be a most important discovery. It is nothing like so important as he thinks, but its disclosure at the present moment would ruin all our plans. He is telling Lord Merehaven all about it now in the library. Lord Merehaven is an English gentleman first and a diplomatist afterwards and he would insist upon having the whole thing cleared up. Could you not make a diversion? Could you not interrupt, get Mazaroff out of the way, if only for half an hour? Time is precious.”




  “It is very vague,” said the queen quietly. “At the same time, I can see that you are in deadly earliest. I will go to the library myself at once.”




  The queen moved along the corridor swiftly as she used to do in her mountain home long before she felt the weight of the crown on her brows. She forced a smile to her face as she entered. Lord Merehaven was listening gravely and with a puzzled frown to Mazaroff. Varney stood by laughing with the air of a man who is vastly amused.




  “I don’t think Lord Merehaven understands,” he said. “Champagne, my dear prince, champagne in moderation is an excellent thing. But when indulged in three times a day—”




  “I shall be glad if Miss Galloway will be pleased to grace us with her presence,” Mazaroff said.




  “Would I not do instead’” the queen said as she looked in. She was smiling gaily as she entered. She seemed to have utterly abandoned herself to the gaiety of the moment. “Miss Galloway is doing something for me, and I could not spare her for the next half hour. After that we are both at your disposal. Positively, I cannot permit three of the cleverest and most brilliant men in the house to be seeking each other’s society in that selfish manner. You have quite forgotten those stamps, my lord.”




  “Bless my soul, so I have!” Merehaven exclaimed “I beg your majesty’s pardon. Mazaroff was saying—”




  “What Mazaroff was saying will keep,” that individual muttered significantly. “There is no hurry, and the mere idea of keeping her majesty waiting—”




  He bowed and smiled. It was quite clear to Jessie, who was once more outside the window, that the Russian had no idea that anything but accident had postponed his accusation. He was talking to Varney now in the most natural manner. With her hand under his arm the queen had led Merehaven away. Presently Mazaroff made an excuse and followed. Jessie stepped into the room.




  “That was a very near thing, my dear,” Varney said coolly “If the queen had not come in—”




  “I fetched her,” Jessie said “By great good luck I was by the window at the time. Keep Mazaroff’s mouth sealed to-night, and by this time to-morrow, when he is confronted with Vera Galloway, he will see the real Vera and nobody else.”




  “Then you have been quite successful in your mission?” Varney asked eagerly.




  Jessie proceeded to explain, and as she did so Varney’s face grew grave. But after all, he reflected, things were not quite so bad as they might be. The enemy was utterly at a loss, and could not possibly know that those papers had vanished.




  “You have done wonderfully well between you,” Varney said at length. “What was that? I fancied that I saw the shadow of a man lurking in the garden. Just by those mimosa tubs.”




  Surely enough a shadow flitted along, and somebody began whistling a few bars of an opera. Hardly was the first bar on the man’s lips before another man dashed forward and struck the whistler to the ground. There was a struggle, the sound of a blow or two, a suggestion of punishment for loafers hanging about there with a felonious intention, and the figure of the first man rose and ran headlong down the garden. In the distance the clang of the wooden door could be heard.
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  “We had better see into this,” Varney cried. “If this is some cunning game of some gang of thieves—”




  “It is nothing of the kind,” Jessie said tranquilly. “That is Mr. Charles Maxwell. We had better go and see if he has succeeded. I will tell you presently what it all means. If he has only obtained possession of that letter without the thief knowing that the robbery was intentional!…Come along!”




  Varney followed, greatly excited. In the shadow of an alcove seat Maxwell stood with a small black envelope in his hand. He advanced coolly to Varney.




  “This was intended for Mazaroff,” he explained breathlessly. “It was sent to him by Countess Saens. I fancy that I have managed this without yonder fool suspecting anything. Miss—Miss—well, this young lady will tell you all about it presently. Let us open the letter.”




  The letter contained nothing worse than a visiting card, with only a few words written on it. As Maxwell held it up to the light the others could see perfectly:—




  “I am sending this by a sure hand. The key of the situation lies with General Maxgregor. Follow him up without delay, for time is all against us.”
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  Maxwell turned over the card thoughtfully and studied the neat handwriting thereon. “We are dealing with one of the cleverest women in Europe,” he said. “See how wonderfully she recovers her mistakes and picks up the tracks again. But I don’t see that Maxgregor can have anything to do with it. What do you say, doctor?”




  “I should say that Maxgregor had a great deal to do with it,” Varney replied. “If he were not a deadly foe to these people here there would have been no attempt to shoot him as there was to-night. Do you think that he has been tracked back to his lodgings?”




  “I should say not,” Jessie put in. “I was very careful about that. I told you all about the fair woman in the lane, and the way I prevented her from following the general when he went away in the ill-fitting evening dress of the king. But there might have been spies who—”




  “I don’t think so,” Varney interrupted. “Evidently these people have found out that Maxgregor blocks the way. Depend upon it that the report has gone out to the effect that the king has left here—or so Countess Saens thinks. She calculated that Maxgregor is still here, because the messenger is sent to Mazaroff at the house. If they knew that Maxgregor was lying wounded at his lodgings they would work at their leisure, and there would have been no occasion to send that letter here.”




  “Which must not miscarry,” Maxwell suggested. “If it does they will never think that the whole affair is an accident. My idea is that Mazaroff must have that letter and never imagine for a moment that we have read it. We can see that Maxgregor comes to no harm.”




  Varney was disposed to regard this suggestion as a good one. But before doing anything he would like to discuss the matter with Lechmere. Maxwell’s face fell.




  “In that case I will stay here till you have finished,” he said. “I don’t feel much like facing anybody at present, though I am as innocent of this business as a child.”




  “What nonsense!” Varney cried. “This is no time to stand on ceremony. Lechmere is a man of the world and a friend of yours. He is not in the least likely to condemn you until the charge is proved. I appreciate your feelings, but an empire is at stake.”




  Without another word the doctor slipped away and returned presently with Lechmere. He nodded in his cool, collected way at Maxwell as if nothing had happened.




  “I have no doubt we shall get to the bottom of this business between us,” he said. “Varney has been telling me what has happened. I am quite of your opinion, Maxwell, that Mazaroff must have that letter. When he has read it he shall be watched and followed.”




  “But how to get it into the fellow’s hands without suspicion?” Maxwell asked.




  “That is easy enough. I suppose you acted on the spur of the moment, but you were foolish to tear that envelope open without steaming it. Fortunately the envelope seems to have many counter-parts in Lord Merehaven’s study, and luckily it is a different texture to the correspondence card on which the message is written. Amongst my many gifts is a fair talent for copying the handwriting of other people. I’ll get this fixed up. When the thing is done one of the guests shall hand the letter to Mazaroff and say that he had picked it up in the garden. I think I’ll select a lady for the part. Stay here for a moment.”




  A little later on, and somebody touched Mazaroff’s arm as he was watching a game of bridge in the card-room. He turned to see a pretty girl standing by and smiling into his face. She held a letter in her hand.




  “I fancy this is for you, Prince Mazaroff,” show said. “I picked it up in the garden. On the whole, I came very near having an adventure over it.”




  Mazaroff glanced at the envelope and his eyes gleamed. Then quite leisurely he tore off the ends and read the message. He smiled in a careless way, as if the message were of no importance.




  “I am sorry there was any danger,” he said, “especially as the note is so trivial. Where does the adventure come in?”




  “You have destroyed my romance,” the girl laughed. “I suppose it was the messenger who brought this letter for you and not a burglar after all. I expect the messenger made a mistake and came into the garden by the door leading from the lane. Anyway, a gardener pounced upon him and the man fled. It was quite thrilling to look at, I assure you. When I had recovered from my fright I saw that letter on the grass. Then the real solution of the mystery burst in upon me.”




  Mazaroff laughed as if he enjoyed the story. His face grew a little grave.




  “I should not tell anybody if I were you,” he said. “It isn’t many women here who have your pluck. If they know they will fight shy of the garden, and many a promising flirtation will be spoilt. And flirtations very often lead to marriage, you know.”




  The girl laughed in her turn and flitted away. Lechmere stood by the doorway awaiting her.




  “You did it very well,” he said. “You are a born actress, Miss Cheylesmere. Oh, yes, the joke develops; you shall play your part in it. Now, I want you to keep an eye upon Mazaroff, and if he leaves the house let me know at once.”




  Lechmere strolled off, pleased with the way in which events were going, and quite certain that Mazaroff had not the slightest idea what had happened. A pretty scheme was evolving itself in his mind. He went back to the study where the others were awaiting him.




  “So far, so good.” he said. “Mazaroff has received his letter without guessing what we know of it. At the present moment he is hunting all over the place for Maxgregor ignorant of the fact that Maxgregor has gone long ago. Mazaroff will ask Lady Merehaven if the General has gone, and she will naturally say no, as the General did not wish her goodnight. Mazaroff will be quite certain that Maxgregor would never commit such a social slip, so that I confidently hope that he will continue his hunt.”




  “But surely there is a much more important thing to do?” Jessie exclaimed. “Mr. Maxwell, have you forgotten whom we saw in the drawing room with Countess Saens just now?”




  “I had forgotten.” Maxwell admitted. “Miss—er—Harcourt told me that the King of Asturia was here. She went on to say that he was not only here, but in such a condition that he would have to stay all night and be conveyed home in a cab. Why was he shamming?”




  “Shamming!” Varney cried. “I’ll stake my professional reputation that the king was not shamming. He has had some near shaves during the time he has been under my care, but never has he been nearer to death’s door than he was to-night. I sincerely believe that it was only the administration of a very powerful drug that saved him.”




  “I know, I know,” Jessie cried. “I saw a good deal of it myself. When I left him the king was unconscious. And yet not half an hour ago I saw him in the Countess Saens’ dining-room.”




  Varney and Lechmere smiled incredibly. They both shook their heads.




  “Impossible!” the former said. “Quite impossible, my dear young lady. For the last hour, or nearly an hour, the King of Asturia has been in this house clothed and in his right mind. It was I who brought him down stairs. It was I who produced his majesty to the utter confusion of Mazaroff and Gleikstein, the Russian charge d’affaires. You must have been utterly mistaken.”




  “It was no mistake,” Maxwell put in. “I have seen the king often enough here and elsewhere. I am prepared to swear in any court of Justice that within the last half-hour I have seen the King of Asturia in close companionship with Countess Saens in her own house.”




  Varney and Lechmere looked a little bewildered. There still appeared to be cards in the game of which they knew nothing. Varney was about to speak when Lechmere touched his arm and indicated two figures that had just entered the study.




  “To prove that you two are mistaken,” he said, “look there. If you know the King of Asturia so well, perhaps you will tell me who that is?”




  “The King,” Maxwell cried. “And the Queen. And yet I am ready to swear….You don’t think that he might have slipped out and—”




  “No, I don’t,” Lechmere said curtly. “As a matter of fact, his Majesty is being too carefully watched for that. He has been here all the time, I assure you.”




  “It’s like a dream,” Jessie said. “The King is in two places at once. And seeing that that is the king, who was the man we saw in Countess Saens’ dining-room?”
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  The question was asked a great deal easier than it could be answered. Only Lechmere smiled.




  “I fancy I could give a pretty shrewd guess,” he said. “The Countess has been inspired by a discovery that she has made to-night, and a double of the King might prove very useful under certain circumstances. And in spite of what this young lady says as to the way she baffled the hired spy in the lane, I fancy the Countess has an inkling of the truth. We have pretty well established the fact that the King started out this afternoon with certain papers in his pocket.”




  “Probably an abdication of his throne in the interests of Russia,” Maxwell said.




  “Precisely. He was hesitating as to whether he should sign or not. He goes to some gambling hell and gets exceedingly intoxicated there. The idea was probably to force a signature out of him as soon as he was in a fit state to hold a pen. Then a vast amount of money would have changed hands. The king would have been invited to drink again, and perhaps have recovered without having the least idea where he was for the next few days. In a word, he would have disappeared. In four and twenty hours all Europe would have heard or the abdication. Now, where are those papers now? The king certainly had them in his possession when he was rescued from the gambling hell.”




  “I wish you had looked,” Maxwell said. “If I had known this earlier.”




  “Unfortunately, nobody know of it,” Lechmere proceeded. “Only our enemies. And when Maxgregor went off from here in the king’s dress clothes, he took the papers in his pockets. If Madame Saens has an idea of what has happened, she knows this. Hence her note to Mazaroff. As a matter of fact, our friend the General is in considerable peril.”




  “In which case somebody ought to go to him at once,” Jessie exclaimed.




  Lechmere announced his intention of doing so without delay, but Maxwell objected. It would be far better for Lechmere to stay here and keep an eye on Mazaroff. And Maxwell was supposed to be out of the way, nobody would give him a second thought; therefore, he was the best man for the purpose. Varney was warmly in favour of this suggestion, and Lechmere had no further objection to offer.




  “Let it go at that,” he said. “And the sooner you are off the better. There is one great point in our favour, and these people can do nothing very harmful so long as those papers are missing. I mean the Foreign Office papers stolen from Countess Saens’ bedroom. If we could get them back—”




  “They must be got back,” Varney said. “The best I can do is to go down to Scotland Yard and report the loss without being too free over the contents of the documents. Once those are back in our hands, our people can afford to be blandly ignorant of what the ‘Mercury’ said to-night.”




  “And I should be free to hold up my head, again,” Maxwell murmured. “But I am wasting time here.”




  Maxwell disappeared into the darkness and made his way by the back lane into Piccadilly. The streets were quiet now and very few people about. It was no far cry to the chambers occupied by General Maxgregor, and no time would be lost by going to the house of Countess Saens. Maxwell paused before it a moment. The dining-room blinds were still up, and the lights gleaming inside. But so far as Maxwell could see the room was empty. He lingered as long as he dared in the hope of something happening. He was just turning away when the front door opened and a man came out. In the passing flash of the street lamp Maxwell recognised the man whom he had mistaken for the King of Asturia. The likeness became no less strong under Maxwell’s close scrutiny.




  The man stopped on the doorstep and lit a cigarette, and then he pulled his hat over his eyes and turned up his coat collar, warm as the night was. A hansom crawled along with the driver half asleep on his perch. In a strong German accent the man on the pavement called to the driver.




  “Fleet-street!” he said. “No. 191B Fleet-street! Office of the ‘Evening Mercury,’ you know. Wake up!”




  Maxwell felt half inclined to follow. But he thought of the possible danger to Maxgregor, and he was forced unwillingly to abandon his intention. Acting on the impulse of the moment, he ran up the steps of the house and tried the door. To his surprise the lock turned in his hand. At the same moment the blinds in the dining-room were pulled up by the Countess herself, and the lights switched off. Maxwell stood with the door just opened a crack. He saw the figure of the Countess herself mounting up the stairs. He could hear distinctly the swish of her skirts. Then there was another click, and the hall lights vanished. Countess Saens was going to bed having forgotten to lock the front door! That all the servants had gone to bed Maxwell felt certain, for the area quarters were all in black darkness.




  “Astonishing how careless these clever women are sometimes!” Maxwell muttered as he took his way down the road. “I suppose the servants generally see to that, and her ladyship has entirely forgotten a thing that never comes within the scope of her duties.”




  Maxgregor’s room was reached at length, and Maxwell was glad to see the lights burning. A sleepy porter had not the slightest idea whether the General was in or out. He was just going to bed himself; he never sat up after midnight, and if the gentlemen were out after this without their keys it was their own fault. Maxwell cut short this tirade by going upstairs. He walked straight into Maxgregor’s sitting room. It was a dark room on the first floor with folding doors. On the other side of the folding doors the General was stretched out on the bed. He looked somewhat haughtily at the intruder.




  “This is an unexpected honour,” he said. “I have met you once or twice, Mr. Maxwell, but that does not give you the right to come into my bedroom in this fashion. In the light of recent events—”




  “For heaven’s sake don’t take that tone!” Maxwell cried passionately. “It is impossible not to understand what you are alluding to. And it is quite futile just now to protest my innocence. I am innocent; that sooner or later you will have to apologise for your suspicions is inevitable. Meanwhile, I am here at the request of Mr. Lechmere and Dr. Varney to warn you of your danger. Cleverly as your escape was managed, it has been found out. Let me tell you what has happened.”




  The General bowed coldly. He looked on the speaker as the cause of all the trouble. He was not going to accept a mere protestation of innocence in this way. And yet there was a ring of sincerity in what Maxwell said.




  He was here, also, of his own free will, and his news was serious.




  “So that accursed woman has hit the right nail again,” he growled. “That letter you speak of means mischief to me. I wonder if the Countess knows that I am wounded. I dare say she does. I might have been murdered in my bed if you had not come.”




  “You would have been murdered,” Maxwell retorted. “That is absolutely certain. Are you very ill?”




  “No; it was merely a flesh wound in the shoulder. The bullet has been extracted. I lost blood, and I am fooling rather weak at present, but in a day or two I shall be quite myself again.”




  “How did you manage to keep the thing so quiet?”




  “I sent for a doctor friend of mine. He was with me in the first Asturian campaign—a fellow who has a fortune, and loves doctoring as a pastime. He knows a lot about the Balkan business. I asked him to keep this matter a secret, and he has done so. Is there anything else I can tell you?”




  “It seems to me that there is a good deal that you can tell me,” Maxwell replied. “When you walked off with the king’s clothes you probably went away with papers that may be used with great effect against Russia if they fall into proper hands—our hands, that is. If you don’t mind, I shall be glad to turn out the pockets of that coat.”




  “That is an excellent idea,” Maxgregor said. “What did I do?—oh, I know. The porter took the whole suit down to be brushed; as I don’t keep a man he acts as my valet. If you would not mind going down into the hall and asking the fellow?”




  Maxwell vanished at once. But the hall porter had departed for the night, so the occupant of another set of chambers said as he opened the outer door with his latchkey. At the same moment a figure bolted past the door, a figure with coat collar turned up and hat pulled down. It was the double of the King of Asturia. Maxgregor’s face grew stern as he heard.




  “Let us anticipate events,” he said. “Put out the lights in my sitting-room, and close the door. When you have done that put out the light here also. There is a way into the corridor out of this room without going through the sitting-room. Place the key of the sitting-room door on the outside.”




  Maxwell crept back presently, having accomplished his task. For half an hour or more the two sat in the pitch darkness saying not a word to each other. It seemed a long time, but the watchers knew that something was going to happen and stifled their impatience. Presently Maxwell felt that a hand was clutching him by the arm. Maxgregor was whispering something in his ear.




  And under the folding doors a long slit of light filtered into the bedroom. Somebody had turned up the light in the sitting-room.
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  It was getting late by this time. Gradually the guests were thinning and the splendid rooms were taking on a deserted appearance. Jessie sat in one of the corridors hidden away behind a bank of palms and azaleas, and longed for the time when she could rest. From head to foot, she was aching with fatigue. She had not been used to excitement lately; the close atmosphere of the Bond-street establishment and the want of regular exercise in the pure air had told upon her. Now that the excitement had passed away she realised how tired she was.




  She laid her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. So utterly exhausted was she that she did not seem to care what happened. And there would be much to be done in the morning. If only Vera Galloway could be restored to her proper place, Jessie vowed that nothing should prevail upon her to carry on the adventure. She slept just for a moment. She might have stayed there till daylight, only Ronald Hope came along and found her.




  At the sound of a human voice Jessie became quite alert and vigorous again.




  “How you startled me,” she said. “I was asleep. Is there anything fresh, any new complication?”




  Ronald dropped into the seat by Jessie’s side. He was looking just a little grave and stern. It was possible to detain Jessie there for some little time.




  “There is nothing fresh,” he said. “I have a few words to say to you, Jessie. Everybody is going, and only a few of Lady Merehaven’s intimate friends remain.”




  “If you are one of them you will not be expected to leave just yet,” Jessie smiled. “But why look so serious, Ronald? Have I done anything?”




  “Upon my word, I don’t know,” Ronald said in some perplexity. “I don’t like it, Jess. If you look at it from a proper point of view you have no business to be here at all. Lady Merehaven is a dear friend of mine. What would she say if she knew everything? As a matter of fact, she is bound to know everything sooner or later.”




  “But you can’t blame me,” Jessie protested. “Look at my position. I was quite desperate. I had been dismissed from Bond-street for no fault of my own; I had a sister practically depending upon me; it was useless in the circumstances to try to find employment elsewhere. I was face to face with something very like starvation, my dear Ronald.”




  Ronald’s face softened, but the perplexed frown on his face was still there.




  “Oh, I know it,” he said, eagerly. “I see your position entirely. At the same time, it is quite wrong. I am looking at the social side of the question. And the worst of the affair is that you must go on now till Vera Galloway comes back. I have been trying to find some way to achieve that without delay. If it can be managed, you must promise never to change your identity again.”




  Something like tears rose into Jessie’s eyes. The dull, tired feeling was coming over her again.




  “Don’t blame me, dear,” she whispered. “Think of my position. I had not met you till this afternoon; I did not dream that you still cared for me. And yet I fancy that I would have done the same in any case. A good and noble girl comes to me in great trouble; she asks me to help her out of a grave difficulty to save one she loves. To help her I do this. And she has more or less succeeded. Between the two of us we have gone far to save a nation. Tell Lady Merehaven if you like, but do not spoil everything in the moment of victory.”




  “I don’t want to,” Ronald said. “It would be ridiculous to speak just yet. But any moment some unexpected accident may find you out. It may come before bedtime. And what would happen to you then? I am very jealous for the good name of my future wife. Dr. Varney—”




  “Dr. Varney is standing by me nobly, and he will see that I am safe,” Jessie said. “Dear old boy, don’t be afraid. Trust me a little longer, and I am quite sure—”




  “My darling, I trust you implicitly,” Ronald exclaimed. He bent forward and kissed Jessie’s trembling lips. “Only I am so miserably anxious, so fearful lest—But somebody is coming.”




  Somebody came down the corridor, pushing the azaleas carelessly aside from time to time. The newcomer was evidently looking for somebody. Then the grey face of Lechmere appeared, white and excited as Ronald had never seen him before. He paused before the others.
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  “Miss—er—Galloway, I have been looking for you everywhere,” he said. “It is of the utmost importance that—”




  “Oh, dear!” said Jessie, with a little broken laugh. “Please don’t tell me that I have to do anything else to-night. I am utterly worn out. It I could go straight to bed—”




  “So you may as far as I am concerned,” Lechmere said curtly. “I beg your pardon, but I fancy I have made a discovery of importance. That man whom you took to be the King of Asturia—I mean the man you saw in the Countess Saens’ dining-room. What became of him?”




  “Really, I cannot tell you,” Jessie said. “Let me think. I fancy Mr. Maxwell said something about him. Yes, that was it. The man you mention drove to the office of the ‘Mercury.’ Mr. Maxwell would have followed him only he could not spare the time.”




  Lechmere nodded as if pleased about something, but the stern look was still on his face.




  “I fancy that is all that I need bother you about at present,” he said. “And I don’t think that we shall need your services any more to-night, my dear young lady. It you can contrive to see Dr. Varney on your ride before breakfast in the morning, you will be doing everybody a service.”




  Lechmere swept away as hurriedly as he had come. Evidently he had work of importance before him.




  “He has given me one useful piece of information,” Jessie said as soon as Lechmere had gone. “If what he remarks is correct, Miss Galloway is in the habit of riding before breakfast. Well, I shall be able to fulfil that part of the programme, Ronald. It will be delightful to be on the back of a horse again, even in a borrowed habit, which I sincerely hope will fit me.”




  Ronald looked at the mass of chiffon and the quivering fall of drapery before him and smiled. The dress might have been made for the wearer, so perfectly did it seem to fit her.




  “This is quite another matter,” Jessie said. “One can do wonders with a little lace and a bow or two of chiffon. But a close-fitting riding habit is quite another thing. I daresay I shall manage. There is only one thing that really fills me with terror.”




  “I should like to know what that is,” said Ronald.




  “Why, Countess Saens. I am quite sure that she knows what has taken place—at least, she suspects, and will track our mixed identity, or she would never have tried to gain admission to the hospital to-night. I am perfectly sure that she will make another attempt in the morning. She is clever and unscrupulous, and she is certain to get her own way. In the accident ward of a hospital there is always a case or two that needs identity, and there will be the chance of the Countess. She professes to have missed somebody, and she will be able to walk through the accident ward. That is all she requires. And I am quite certain that she will do this thing in the course of the morning. Don’t you agree with me?”




  Ronald was fain to agree with what Jessie said. Perhaps some scheme for baffling the Countess was already in the air, as Lechmere would not have suggested that early morning visit to Varney.




  “I have been thinking the matter out,” Jessie went on. “Why could not Miss Galloway be removed to a private ward? If Dr. Varney called at the hospital he could see the patient, and drop a hint to that effect. You see what is uppermost in my mind, Ronald. A private ward affords chance of escape, also chance for me to take Miss Galloway’s place and let her come home.”




  “You are a friend in need,” Ronald said, as he kissed the red lips again. “It was a lucky thing for Vera Galloway when she thought of you. But there are risks even in the scheme. Suppose the maid who was present when the robbery of the Countess Saens’ took place comes forward and identifies you, what then? You will be charged with burglary, and perhaps convicted. The police will find out all about you—your name will figure largely in the newspapers.”




  Jessie hesitated a little before she replied. Her head fell forward, and she fell almost asleep on Ronald’s arm. Nothing seemed to matter to her now, only that she had a good night’s rest.




  “I don’t seem to care,” she murmured. “I don’t fancy that the Countess would go that far. It isn’t as if she stood any chance of recovering the stolen papers. And she would have to give a description of the missing documents, which would not suit her book at all. On the whole, I am prepared to take any risk so that I can spare Vera Galloway further misery.”




  And Ronald had nothing further to say. It was good to know that he had the love of a girl like this. She should carry out her resolution, and he would maintain a loyal silence for the present.
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  With a new object uppermost in his mind Lechmere left Merehaven House and took his way into Piccadilly. The roads were almost deserted now, save for a solitary foot-passenger and a dingy night cab. One of these crept along presently, and Lechmere ordered the driver to take him to Fleet-street. In contrast with the West End there was bustle and animation enough in the street that never sleeps. It was near to the hour when the great morning papers went to press; there were lights everywhere, and the hoarse rattle of machinery. Lechmere came at length to the offices of the ‘Mercury’ and demanded to see the editor. The request was an unusual one at so late an hour, and the clerk asked if the visitor had as appointment.




  “I have no appointment at all,” Lechmere said. “But at the same time I am going to see the editor. Give my card to Mr. Hunt, and say that I will not detain him many moments.”




  There was something in Lechmere’s manner that caused the clerk to take the card without further protest. Lechmere had before now forced himself in times of emergency on the great ones of the earth, so that he was not going to be baffled by a newspaper editor, important functionary as the latter was. He waited some little time before the clerk returned.




  Mr. Hunt was very busy, he said, and was sorry he could not see the gentleman. Perhaps he would like to call later on, or send up the nature of his business? Some very important news had come in late, and in the circumstances it was impossible for the editor to grant an interview to anybody.




  Lechmere said he would call again, and turned for the door. But he had no intention of being put off in this way. He paused as a rush of business distracted the attention of the clerk. In a corridor leading to a flight of steps two jaded-looking reporters were talking eagerly.




  “Is it a fake or a real thing?” the first one said. “I’ve just come back from Westminster—scene in the House, don’t you know—and Gregg would not even look at us. Said we had a real good thing on.”




  “Then you didn’t get to the bottom of what it was?” the other asked eagerly.




  “No, I didn’t. Something about the King of somewhere and a row in the office. Anyway, the whole of the staff up in the composing room are working with closed doors, so that no hated rival shall get a sniff of what is going on. We are evidently in for a big sensation.”




  Lechmere waited for no more; he gripped his opportunity with both hands. He advanced along the corridor to where the two men were talking, and asked what floor Mr. Hunt’s office was on. The two men looked at him with something of admiration on their faces. Hunt was a martinet in his office, and difficult of access at all times.




  “Second floor on the right,” one of the reporters said with a wink at his companion. “Don’t knock, but walk right in. Hunt is always glad to see visitors at this hour. It is a refreshing change after the grind of the night. He’ll be quite pleased to see you.”




  Lechmere grimly expressed his thanks, though the sarcastic force of the words and the wink were not lost on him. He was here to see Hunt, and he was going to do it at any cost. He made his way up the staircase and along to the second floor, where a door with the name of Hunt in large letters attracted his eye. The door of the room was shut, but Lechmere walked in.




  The room was empty for a moment. The floor was littered with paper and proofs; on the desk a slip of galley proof lay, the heading attracted Lechmere’s attention, and he whistled. Then he sat calmly down to await Mr. Hunt’s return. He had no undue trial of his patience, for a moment later the editor of the ‘Mercury’ bustled into the room.




  There was a pleased smile on his face; he seemed to be on the best of terms with himself. But the smile faded away, and the mean, eager face grew anxious as Hunt detected the presence of his visitor.




  “Now this is really too bad, Mr. Lechmere,” he protested. Lechmere did not fail to notice the agitation of the speaker’s voice. “Of course, I had your card. I sent a message down for you. If you had been the king I would not have seen you to-night. I never see anybody after 12 o’clock. I repeat, if you had been the king I should have had to refuse you an audience.”




  “Sounds exceedingly impressive, not to say regal,” Lechmere remarked in a dry tone, and without the slightest suggestion of an apology. “What king do you happen to mean?”




  “Why, the King of England, of course,” Hunt puffed. “Any living king, as a matter of fact.”




  “Any king in the Almanach de Gotha—with the exception of the King of Asturia, eh?”




  The question was couched in a tone of easy badinage, but its effect on Hunt was wonderful. The face grew grey and his hands trembled. If he had been accused of some crime he could not have looked more agitated. He tried to bluff, but he could only stammer something incoherent.




  “Really, I don’t know what you mean,” he said. “The King of Asturia, you say?”




  “My words were quite plain, Mr. Hunt. I came here to-night determined to see you, and determined not to be bluffed by all the clerks in your office. Your paper has gone to press, and therefore you must have a few minutes to spare. You need not be afraid. Your composing-room door is locked, and the present item of news destined for your readers is not likely to leak out. Will you be so good as to let me have an advanced copy of the paper?”




  “Certainly not,” Hunt said. “This is an outrage. If you do not leave my office—”




  “Sit down,” Lechmere said sternly. He might have been speaking to an unruly hound. “You are not going beyond that door without we have an explanation. The King of Asturia was here to-night. If you deny it, I shall give you the lie from that printed proof on the table before you.”




  Hunt glanced at the long galley-slip and wriggled. All his dignity had vanished.




  “I am not going to deny it,” he said. “The King of Asturia has been here. He came in a cab. I did not send for him: he came of his own free will. He gave me certain information—”




  “I have not the slightest doubt of it,”




  Lechmere said drily. “Unfortunately, his majesty has made for himself in London the sort of reputation which is coveted only by a certain class of music hall frequenter and the haunter of the typical Strand bar. There have been occasions when his majesty has exceeded the bounds in the way of intoxicating liquor. Did you see any signs of it tonight?”




  Hunt intimated that he had. He was palpably uneasy and uncomfortable. Every admission that he made Lechmere had literally to drag from him.




  “The description sounds convincing,” Lechmere said. “But suppose I was in a position to tell you that the King of Asturia had not been here in Fleet-street at all?”




  “Impossible!” Hunt cried. “I saw his majesty; he sat in that chair for an hour. A man in my position is not likely to make mistakes like that. And he gave me certain information that I propose to make a sensation of. What that information is, you will know with the rest of the general public when you get your ‘Mercury’ at breakfast time.”




  Lechmere nodded. Beyond the door he could see something in the guise of a foreman printer with a damp news sheet in his hand. He knew at once that here was an early copy of the paper; that early copy he had made up his mind to possess. He rose as if satisfied with his Interview.




  “Very well,” he said. “I will wish you good-night. You have done a foolish thing, and, unless I am mistaken, you are the victim of one of the most mistaken cases of identity ever played off on the editor of a great newspaper. But the fault is on your own head. Good-night.”




  Lechmere passed out, closing the door behind him. The printer stood there, evidently waiting for him to go. Lechmere silently drew his purse from his pocket and extracted a ten-pound note. This he held up in the glaring light of the passage and pointed to the paper. The printer perspired profusely. Then, with a sudden spasmodic gesture he folded up the paper and placed it in Lechmere’s hand, at the same time snatching convulsively for the money. The whole transaction did not take five seconds.




  Calm and easy in his triumph, Lechmere walked leisurely down the stairs. Once in Fleet-street he stood under the friendly light of a lamp and opened the paper. As he did so he started. Well in hand as he usually kept himself, Lechmere was surprised tonight.




  There it was for anybody to see who had an eye at all; the fifth page was filled with it:—




  “The King of Asturia and his people. His majesty visits the ‘Mercury’ office and speaks freely. Does not care for the responsibilities of State, and has made up his mind to abdicate. Has already signed the declaration to that effect. Prefers Piccadilly to the Balkan service. One of the most amazing romances in the history of Europe.”




  “Good heavens!” Lechmere cried. “So that is the game! What a lucky thing I came down here! Of all the audacious things that ever happened, this is the most audacious of all.”




  He crushed the paper in his hand and hurried breathlessly westward at the top of his speed.
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  The editorial staff of the ‘Mercury’ had certainly done their work very well. No detail had been spared to make the report absolutely complete. Everybody was reminded that recently there had been a great deal of friction in that corner of the Balkans known as Asturia. It was well known that for many years Russia had coveted that fair province. Up to now the crown of the King of Asturia had been quite safe. But with the advent of the present monarch things were entirely different. King Igor had very early in his career given evidence that he did not appreciate the full measure of responsibility. He was too fond of gaiety and pleasure; he had no patriotism. His people were a stern, hard-living race, and they did not tolerate the gaiety of the new court.




  The queen was all very well, but she was only the consort, after all. It was useless for her to be ever on the spot whilst the king was dissipating his fortune and spending the money ground from his people by extra taxation in London and Paris. And latterly eyes had been turned to Vienna, where dwelt Prince Alix, who was known to covet the throne. At any moment there might be a glaring tragedy, and Prince Alix might find himself with the crown. That Prince Alix was notoriously a friend of Russia mattered little at the present juncture.




  Lechmere read all this as he hurried along Fleet-street. He also read a lot of information that was true, and more that was false. Evidently the ‘Mercury’ people cared for nothing beyond the sensation of the hour. But after all this came the sting of the thing. The King of Asturia had that night gone down to the ‘Mercury’ office and demanded audience of the editor. He had been very wild and violent, and the intimation that he was hopelessly intoxicated was not very carefully concealed. The king wished it to be understood that he had done with Asturia. He had not the slightest intention of going back to his capital any more. His abdication was signed, and doubtless by that time a deputation was on its way to Vienna to offer the throne to Prince Alix. Altogether, it was, perhaps, the most sensational report that over appeared even in an American paper. It was certain to create a great commotion, and set all the courts of Europe by the ears.




  “Well, of all the amazing audacity!” Lechmere muttered as he raced along. “Nothing more daring had ever been done in the history of political intrigue. I wonder if Hunt suspects the truth. Not that it would make any difference to him so long as he could shift the responsibility afterwards, as I daresay he will be prepared with proofs that he was justified in what he did. There is only one way to get even with this thing.”




  Lechmere arrived at length at the office of the “Daily Herald.” The paper in question had very little taint of the modern spirit about it. There was no chance, for instance, that it would ever be published for less than a penny. The ‘Herald’ had no very great reputation for enterprise, but it was sound and safe, and everything therein would be accepted as true. No newspaper in the kingdom carried more weight; no journal had a greater reputation for veracity.




  The ‘Herald’ had not gone to press yet. There was no great hurry, seeing that the feverish rush to capture circulation had never commended itself to the paper’s proprietors. There was a sense of decorum about the office that had been lacking in the entourage of the ‘Mercury.’ The place seemed more dignified; there was no noise; all the corridors had felted floors. Even down in the manager’s office the same decorum prevailed.




  Lechmere knew that he would have no difficulty in seeing the editor of the ‘Herald.’ In the first place, that gentleman was an old friend of his; indeed, Lechmere had contributed from time to time many articles on foreign politics. Mr. Eveleigh was at liberty, and would see Mr. Lechmere at once. The editor was lying back in an armchair smoking a cigar.




  “I have just finished, my dear fellow,” he said. “I hope you have something good for me? Nothing wrong? You look actually excited, a most unusual thing for you.”




  “I certainly have come along at a pretty good pace,” Lechmere admitted. “A most extraordinary thing has happened. If this matter is allowed to pass there is no limit to the damage that it may do. Will you be so good as to cast your eye on that, Eveleigh?”




  The editor of the ‘Herald’ took the ‘Mercury’ in his hand as if he had been contaminated. There was a smile of contempt on his fine face. But the smile faded away, and an interested gleam came into his eyes as he read. He tossed the paper aside at length.




  “Nothing very wonderful,” he said. “That is precisely how I should have expected the present ruler of Asturia to behave. It’s a fine scoop for Hunt, and one after his own heart. He would set the whole of Europe in a blaze to sell an extra fifty thousand papers.”




  “Why not? He is an American, and his aim is to make money. He has the excuse that he is not bound by any patriotic scruples. Do you believe that story?”




  “It certainly has the impress of truth,” Eveleigh said thoughtfully. “Hunt dare not hoax his public. The average Briton would never stand it. Besides, that’s Hunt’s own writing. He is perfectly certain to have taken the statement down from the royal lips.”




  “No doubt. Probably with the aid of a stenographer. There are no flies on Hunt, to use a pet expression of his own. Let us assume for the sake of argument that Hunt fully believes that he has had the thing from the principal actor in the drama. But all the same, he didn’t. The man who dictated that statement was no more King of Asturia than I am.”




  Eveleigh looked up brightly. Lechmere was not in the habit of making statements that he couldn’t prove.




  “As a matter of fact, the King has been at Lord Merehaven’s all the evening,” he went on. “I left him there a little while ago. This thing has been deliberately got up by the gang of conspirators who are working here in the interests of Russia and incidentally for their own pockets. When the proper time comes I will name all these conspirators to you. I can even give you the name of the man who played the part for Hunt’s benefit. They chose their people carefully, knowing that only the ‘Mercury’ out of all the London journals would publish that without first consulting the foreign Secretary. Don’t you see the game! Every paper in Paris and Vienna and St. Petersburg will get a copy of that interview in extenso. It will create a perfect furore in Asturia if the lie is not most promptly contradicted. You see what I mean!”




  “In the first place that some clever actor has been playing the king?” Eveleigh asked.




  “Yes. It was Countess Saens’ idea in the first place. I am afraid that some of our people inspired her with the suggestion. But that is neither here nor there. That lie has to be scotched, and you are the man to do it. After all is said and done, the journalistic English authority abroad is the ‘Herald.’ Therefore the ‘Herald’ is going to print that wild story of Hunt’s to-night and comment upon the authority of the scheme. Also, you are going to proclaim the fact that the real king of Asturia was known to be at the residence of the Foreign Secretary, Lord Merehaven, at the time when he was supposed to be betraying his private affairs to the editor of the ‘Mercury.’ If I were not absolutely certain of my facts I would not ask you to do this, Eveleigh. I want you to make a big thing of this. I want you to assume that Hunt has been hoaxed, and call for the prompt punishment of the criminals, is there time?”




  “Oh, there is plenty of time,” Eveleigh said thoughtfully. “No trouble on that score. And think I can manage it. Sit down for a minute or two while I go and see my chief of staff.”




  Lechmere sat down fluttering over the pages of the ‘Mercury.’ His restless eye wandering near the column and along the crowded advertisements. Finally his gaze stopped at the agony column. One line there arrested his attention. It was a jumbled cypher, but the training that Lechmere had had in that kind of thing enabled him to read it almost at a glance, “I thought so,” he said. “I felt absolutely certain of my man. So Peretori is in London! I might have guessed that from the first. Well, it seems to me that I am in a situation to hoist these people with their own petard. So long as Peretori is not in earnest, all and good. I wonder if there is a telephone anywhere here?”




  There was a telephone at the back of the editor’s desk, and Lechmere promptly called up Scotland Yard in search of information. After a pause the information came, which Lechmere carefully jotted down in his pocket book. Eveleigh came back with the air of a busy man.




  “I’m going to do it, Lechmere,” he said. “No thanks needed: it will be a good thing for us. And now I shall be glad if you will go, as I shall be pretty busy for the next hour. I think you will be safe to leave matters in my hands.”
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  Whilst Lechmere was making the best of his way from the ‘Herald’ office to the chambers in the big block occupied by General Maxgregor, he, it will be remembered, lay perfectly still on his bed watching the light broadening under the door of his sitting-room. It was a thrilling moment for both Maxwell and himself. “What are you going to do?” Maxwell whispered. “Shall I go and see what the fellow is after?”




  “No,” Maxgregor replied. “Stay where you are. Unless I am greatly mistaken, I know who it is. Our friend is coming in here to investigate.”




  Surely enough the double doors were opening and the figure walked in. He came boldly enough, with the light behind him into the comparative darkness of the bedroom. He fumbled along the wall for the switch, and presently the bedroom also was flooded with light. Mazaroff stood there, his hands apparently covered with pitch, for they were black and sticky, and he was looking round for the washstand.




  “If there is anything you want and you don’t see it,” Maxgregor said coolly, “ring the bell.”




  Mazaroff gave a startled cry. The man was genuinely astonished, of that there could be no doubt. He looked helplessly from Maxgregor to Maxwell and back again.




  “I am exceedingly sorry,” he stammered. “I—I have come to the wrong rooms.”




  “Where did you get the key of my suite from?” Maxgregor demanded.




  “Who from?” Mazaroff asked helplessly. “Why, from Barlow—Barlow who occupies the suite that I took for this one. You see, Barlow is a friend of mine. Very unfortunate that the key should fit both outer rooms.”




  “Very,” Maxgregor said drily. “When was it that Barlow gave you the key?”




  “Yesterday, or the day before,” Mazaroff explained. “You see, he is away from London. As a matter of fact he wanted to let the suite, and I wanted it for a friend. It’s very strange that I should find you here like this. I can only tender you my very sincere apologies.”




  “Better wash your hands before you go,” Maxwell suggested grimly. “Were you looking for the basin?”




  “That is it,” Mazaroff said hurriedly. “You see, I thought I knew my way about the suite, having been so often in Barlow’s rooms. I—I slipped getting out of a cab just now and fell on a newly finished piece of asphalte pavement. May I use your basin?”




  Maxgregor grimly intimated that the basin was at the disposal of the intruder, who did not cease to pour out floods of apologies. Mazaroff was pretty much at his ease again by this time. He was quite concerned to see Maxgregor looking so pale. Was he suffering from that old malarial fever again?




  “Sprained ankle,” Maxgregor said sketchily. “Nothing very much to speak of. As a matter of fact, I have never been in better health in my life. It seems to me—”




  Maxgregor paused and broke off with a quick sneeze. The thing was ostensibly done, and served very well to hide an exclamation of surprise. For in the sitting-room, with his finger to his lips, Lechmere stood. He shook his head warningly, and pointed to Mazaroff. Then he crossed the room and took his place behind the heavy curtain before the window. No sooner was he secure of his hiding place than he walked out and signified Maxwell to approach the window.




  In a casual way Maxwell sauntered into the sitting-room. He first moved the curtain, and appeared to be looking idly, into the street below.




  “Good boy!” Lechmere whispered approvingly. “What is that follow doing here? Said he came here in mistake, for a suite of rooms occupied by a man named Barlow. Didn’t come here to murder Maxgregor as you might have been inclined to imagine. Well, I quite agree that Mazaroff has made a mistake and shall be able to prove to you why a little later on. I want you to shut the bedroom door for a time till I give you the signal—a tap of the blind on the window—and keep Mazaroff talking. Make him feel at his ease, if possible. Big events are in the air.”




  Maxwell sauntered back to the bedroom and pulled the door to behind him. Mazaroff was quite himself again by this time, and stood chatting gaily to Maxgregor. It was no part of the latter’s policy to let Mazaroff know that he had been nearly done to death at Merehaven House.




  “How did you come by that sprained ankle?” he asked. “You seemed all right just an hour or so ago, when I saw you at Merehaven House.”




  “That’s where I did it,” Maxgregor lied coolly. He had no scruples whatever in dealing with a man like Mazaroff. “Slipped on a confounded banana skin, which, by the way, is a little more dangerous than orange peel. It’s a nuisance just at present, when I am so busy with Asturian affairs, and the king is such a handful to hold. I daresay some confounded Russian placed that banana skin for me.”




  “Don’t forget that Prince Mazaroff is a Russian,” Maxwell laughed.




  “Oh, you need not trouble about me,” Mazaroff said in his most fascinating manner. “There are Russians and Russians. I am too enlightened and progressive to feel comfortable in my own country, and that is why I spend so much time in England. So far as I am concerned, you have all my sympathy in your efforts to check the Russian influence in the Balkans. What was that?”




  From the sitting-room beyond there came the sounds of somebody gently whistling. The thing was natural enough, and yet Mazaroff listened with a certain suggestion of uneasiness. It came to Maxwell, quick as a flash, that here was something that Mazaroff must not see, for a moment at any rate. Lechmere had charged him distinctly to keep Mazaroff talking for a time.




  “My man, I expect,” he explained. “I told him to come here about this time, and I suppose he is whistling to let me know that he is handy. When anybody is in trouble, as I am at present, it behoves one to be careful. As one accused of betraying diplomatic secrets—”




  “Not at all, my dear fellow,” Mazaroff said graciously. “Pray do not apologise. There is a great deal too much fuss made over that kind of thing. The sale of diplomatic secrets is a brisk one in my own country, or how would so many of our poor aristocracy live? And you are innocent, of course. The mere fact that Lancing has made away with himself proves that.”




  Maxwell turned away so that the speaker should not see his face. It was hard work to keep his hands off the ruffian who was one of the main causes of the trouble. Perhaps Maxgregor divined that, for he hastened to change the conversation. Meanwhile, the whistling in the next room went on.




  Lechmere carelessly pulled a section of the curtain aside and looked out. He saw a little man with a clean-shaven face and shrewd eye, sitting, swinging his legs, on the edge of the table and whistling very softly to himself. The little man seemed to be quite at home; he was perfectly cool and collected, save that his face was shining with something that looked like an intense perspiration. He had a small bag with him of which he seemed to be very, careful. If he was satisfied with himself, Lechmere grinned with the air of a man who is still more satisfied.




  As a matter of fact, Lechmere had discovered all that he desired for the present. He swayed the knot of the blind cord backwards and forwards gently, as if the draught from the open windows was moving it. The knot tapped idly on the panes, and Maxwell’s keen ear heard it. The time had come to get rid of Mazaroff. Maxwell opened the door leading into the corridor.




  “Excuse me if I ask you to go,” he said. “I have some business to settle with Maxgregor, and I have to be on my way to Dover within an hour. It is not very polite of me, but—”




  And Maxwell shrugged his shoulders. Mazaroff departed with a graceful apology. He passed along the corridor till he came to the open sitting-room door. He looked in and grabbed for the shoulders of the little man who sat whistling on the table.




  “You fool!” he said. “If you only knew how near you have been to betraying everything! But I am to blame, as I mistook the room, perhaps because the door was open. Come along at once.”




  The little man murmured something to the effect that he was ready to do anything for a quiet life, and obediently followed Mazaroff. Lechmere crept from the shadow of the curtain and closed the outer door of the sitting room. Then he called for Maxwell, who came immediately.




  “Is there anything fresh?” he demanded eagerly. “Is there anything that I can do for you?”




  “Yes,” Lechmere said crisply. “You can do a great deal for me, and you need ask no questions for the present, for I have no time to reply to them. Ask Maxgregor if he has any of his fishing tackle here. If he has, ask him to let me have a long length of salmon line on a reel. The sooner I have it the better I shall be pleased.”




  “In the bottom drawer of my writing table,” Maxgregor called out. “What are you up to now?”
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  Jessie sat listening in a vague way to a girl who sat chatting by her side. She had not the least idea what the girl was saying, nor, indeed, had she any clue to the identity of the speaker. The talk was a little confidential, and was evidently the continuation of some confidence began at another time. Jessie nodded and smiled, and by instinct looked sympathetic at the right moment.




  “And what would you say to Reggie under the circumstances?” the girl asked. “It isn’t as if George had behaved badly, because he really hasn’t, you know. Vera, you are not listening.”




  Jessie laughed in a dreamy kind of way. The whole thing was getting horribly on her nerves now. She felt how utterly impossible it would be to keep up much longer. She was utterly tired out; she longed for something to inspire her flagging strength. She began to understand why men drink in certain circumstances. But she was just equal to the occasion.




  “I am dead tired, I am half asleep,” she said. “And my head is racking. Ask me again, my dear, when I am capable of a coherent thought or two. And as to Reggie, why, what can you do better than trust your own woman’s instinct. Have I not always thought that—”




  But there was no reason for Jessie to prevaricate any further. Relieved at last from her onerous duties, Lady Merehaven was crossing the room. There was no chance of escape so far as Jessie could see; the guests had dwindled down to a comfortable number, including the Queen of Asturia. She would have to wait so long as the king chose to play bridge; it would be folly to leave him there. Lady Merehaven came and dropped into a seat by Jessie’s side.




  “My dear Ada, money is bid for you,” she said to the confidential girl. “Your father is positively fussing for you in the hall. He said something about an early excursion on the river to-morrow.”




  The girl rose with a pleasant little laugh and kissed Jessie. Evidently there was some very clever friend of Vera Galloway’s. As she flitted away Lady Merehaven turned to Jessie.




  “I have heard the most extraordinary idea suggested to-night,” she said. “I understand from your uncle that the idea emanated from Prince Mazaroff. He said that you were not yourself, but somebody else. It sounds very Irish, you know, but there it is. My dear child, how pale you are. Shortsighted as I am, I can see how pale you are.”




  “I have a dreadful headache,” Jessie said unsteadily. “What did the prince mean?”




  “Really, I have no idea. I could see that he was very annoyed about something. He told some queer story to the effect that there was a girl in a Bond-street shop who was the very image of you. The only distant branch of our family whose women are remarkably, like ours are the Harcourts. But I understand that they have disappeared altogether. It is just possible, of course, that one of the girls might have come down to service in a shop. Have you heard anything of this?”




  “I have been told so,” Jessie said boldly. “Ronald Hope told me. But why should you trouble?”




  “My dear, this is rather a serious business. You heard what happened to Countess Saens. You heard what the Countess’s maid said. There is no doubt that this girl, who is so very like you, actually committed that robbery. I am going to ask your uncle to enquire into the matter. We shall have the police arresting you for a swindler or something of that kind.”




  Jessie suppressed a tendency to burst into hysterical laughter, it was fortunate for her that somebody called Lady Merehaven away at this moment, or Jessie’s laughter had turned to tears. She crept away through the little room where the bridge players were deep in their game into the conservatory beyond. The king was still playing, and behind his chair was a dark, military looking man with a stern face. It was quite evident that he was on guard over the royal presence. Jessie’s mood changed when once she found herself alone. She felt sad and desolate and lonely and utterly beyond her strength. She placed her aching head between her hands and the tears ran down her cheeks.




  For a time she wept there quietly. Her eyes were still misty with tears when the noise of rustling skirts attracted her attention. She wiped her face hurriedly, but it was too late to take away all traces of emotion. And as the tears were brushed from the long lashes, Jessie saw the queen before her.




  The queen was smiling graciously, but the smile turned to a look of concern. She sat down by the girl’s side and slipped an arm round her neck. It was one of the soft, womanly touches that endeared the queen to all who knew her. She was all a woman now.




  “What is the matter?” she asked. “I have seen too much trouble in my life not to feel for it in others. And you are so brave and firm as a rule. Let me help you; forget who I am. Let me be as good a friend to you as you have been to me, Vera.”




  The last word touched Jessie. It seemed horrible to play a part with such a woman as this. And yet the night would have been a bad one for Asturia without the guardian girl from Bond-street. Jessie felt a strong inclination to tell the truth.




  “I had better not say, perhaps,” she said. “And yet you can help me. There is one thing that I dread—and that is to stay to-night under this roof. Pray don’t ask me why, the secret is not all my own. I feel that I dare not stay.”




  The queen asked no curious questions; there was a phase of temperament here that puzzled her. Very softly she took Jessie’s hand in hers and stroked it.




  “I know that nervous restlessness,” she said. “Who better? But then with me every shadow hides an enemy. Even my friends are enemies sometimes. So you dread staying here to-night. Why?”




  “I cannot tell you, madame,” Jessie said in a low voice. “And yet if we were elsewhere I might be tempted to speak the truth. Again, I must be out very early in the morning. If you could help me—”




  “Help you! Of course I can help you! What is the use of being a queen if I cannot do a little thing like that? One of my women has fallen ill, and I am rather awkwardly situated. If you will come with me to-night you shall take her place. How would that suit you?”




  Jessie gasped with pleasure. The whole burden of her trouble seemed to have fallen from her shoulders. She rose to her feet as if anxious to escape at once. A new colour came into her face. The queen smiled, and pulled the girl down into her seat again.




  “You are as impetuous and headstrong as you are courageous,” she said. “I cannot go yet. There is something still to be done. A message has to be sent to Captain Alexis, the gentleman you can see from here standing behind the king’s chair. It is his duty not to allow his majesty out of his sight. But you need not fear. I shall make everything right with Lady Merehaven.”




  “If you only knew what a relief it is to me,” Jessie murmured. “I dared not stay here to-night. I should have betrayed everything. And after being so wonderfully successful so far—”




  Jessie paused, conscious that she was saying too much. The queen regarded her with astonishment. A look of haughtiness—pride, something like suspicion, too, crossed her handsome, weary face.




  “Evidently there is more here than meets the eye,” she said coldly. “I have pledged my word, and I am not going to break it now. Possibly you may have a story to tell me presently.”




  “I will tell you everything if you will only be kind to me,” Jessie exclaimed. “Ah, madame, if you only knew what I had gone through and suffered for you to-night—”




  “True,” the queen said hastily and with a change of tone. “I had forgotten for the moment. Only I hate mysteries. My life has been poisoned by them for years. Stay here and compose yourself, and I will see Lady Merehaven. Then I will send for your maid and give her instructions what to do. Don’t stir from here.”




  Jessie murmured her thanks. She was only too glad to remain where she was and get a little time to think. At any rate, she was free from the dread of having to pass a night at Merehaven House. It was all very well for her to pose as Vera Galloway when dressed for the part and under the shaded lights. But in the strong light of day in her simple night clothing, and with her hair free, it would be a miracle if Vera Galloway’s maid did not detect the difference.




  Jessie lay back and closed her eyes with a blissful sense of freedom from danger. Surely it would make no difference if she told the queen everything? After all, she had done as much for Asturia as Vera had done, and perhaps more. She had proved her courage and her devotion, and no girl could have done more. Just for a moment Jessie fell into a quiet doze.




  She was awakened at length by the entry of a servant, who came with the information that the carriage of the Queen of Asturia was at the door, and that her majesty desired to see Miss Galloway. There was a new life and strength in Jessie as she rose to obey the summons.




  “Say I’m coming at once,” she said. “Her majesty is in the hall, I suppose?”
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  Her majesty was in the hall as Jessie had anticipated. She was chatting quite gaily with Lady Merehaven as the girl came up. She flashed Jessie a significant glance.




  “Your aunt has been pleased to accede to my whim,” she said. “And so you are coming with me, Vera. I understand your maid is sending everything to our hotel. Goodnight, Lady Merehaven, and please do not allow those people to play cards too long. My dear child, come along.”




  “It is a very great honour for the child,” Lady Merehaven murmured. “Good-night, madame, good-night.”




  The queen swept Jessie into the brougham before her. There was a tiny electric lamp behind the queen’s head so that it shone full on Jessie’s face. Jessie felt the latter’s eyes going all over her.




  “Now tell me your story,” she said. “Tell me freely and don’t be afraid. I shall be your good friend.”




  “You give me courage to proceed,” Jessie murmured. “In the first place I’ll tell you why I so dreaded passing the night at Merehaven House. I should certainly have been found out in the morning and then everything would have been ruined. Not that I cared for myself, but for the sake of others, Madame, is it possible that you fail to see that I am not Miss Galloway at all?”




  The queen fairly gasped with astonishment. Those dark eyes of hers took in Jessie’s identity. It was a long time before she spoke again.




  “You are quite right,” she said slowly and thoughtfully. “I notice little subtle differences now you mention it. And yet the likeness is wonderful. My dear, you are a lady.”




  “I am a lady, yes. My father was Colonel Harcourt, in fact I am a connection of the Merehavens. There has been nothing vulgar about my adventure to-night.”




  “That I am absolutely certain of. Really, the likeness is marvellous. And I have been talking to you and confiding in you all the evening as if you were my friend Vera Galloway.”




  “Instead of your friend Jessie Harcourt,” the girl said with a wistful smile. “Believe me I am as devoted to your interests as is the one whose part I play. I have given proof of it enough to-night. I might have gone on deceiving you to the end, but I could no do it.”




  “I see, I see. You are telling the truth, you are making me love you. And why did you do this for one who a little time ago was a perfect stranger to you? If you know anything of our cause—”




  “But I do now—and you can command me in any way. Perhaps I had better begin at the beginning. It was Vera Galloway who took me up. She came to me at a moment when I was absolutely desperate. It is strange how the warp of fate has dragged me into this business!”




  “You cannot tell how deeply I am interested,” the queen said softly.




  “It is very good of your majesty. Miss Galloway came to me. She had heard of me evidently. She came to me at the very moment when I was dismissed from my situation. I had been accused of a disgraceful flirtation with the son of one of the shop customers. As a matter of fact the coward had tried to kiss me and he let all the blame rest on my shoulders. I was dismissed without any chance of a further situation. I had only a few shillings in the world and an invalid sister partially dependent upon me. At that moment I was desperate enough for anything. Quite early the complication began. The name of the coward who brought all this trouble on me was Prince Boris Mazaroff.”




  “I am not surprised,” the Queen said with just a touch of weary scorn in her voice. “We are all creatures of fate. I know that I am. But the coincidence is a little strange.”




  “Miss Galloway wrote me a letter and asked me to call upon her in my working dress. When I saw her I could not but be struck by the amazing likeness between us. Then she unfolded her plan—the plan that we were to change places for a little time. Someone whom she cared for was in trouble and it was impossible that she should get away without being suspected. Your majesty may guess that the somebody in trouble was no other than Mr. Charles Maxwell and at the bottom of the trouble were the missing papers relating to Asturia.”




  The queen nodded, her dark eyes gleaming in the light of the lamp. “I see,” she exclaimed. “Those papers that found their way into the hands of the Countess Saens. The papers that she was robbed of almost as soon as she had obtained possession of them. What an amazing daring thing to do. I seem to see quite clearly now. Miss Galloway slipped off and stole them while all the time her friends and relations thought that she was in the house of her uncle! Ah, what will not a woman do for the sake of the man she loves! And she was quite successful!”




  “Quite. We know that by the scene made by the Countess’s maid at Merehaven House. I did not guess until the maid looked at me and said that I was the thief. Of course everybody who heard it laughed, but the woman stuck to her story. The statement was a flood of light to me. When I heard it I knew then exactly what had happened as well as if I had been present and seen the robbery.”




  “Vera Galloway saved Asturia and her lover at the same time,” the Queen said. “But why did not Miss Galloway come back and resume her place?”




  “Oh, that is the unfortunate part of it,” Jessie said sadly. “She was so overcome with her good fortune that she walked down Piccadilly in a dazed state. Then she was run over by a cab and taken to Charing Cross Hospital. She is there at this moment.”




  A cry of passionate anger broke from the Queen. Her hands were clasped lightly together.




  “Of all the misfortunes!” she gasped. “Will nothing ever come right here? Go on and tell me the worst.”




  “The worst is that Vera lost the papers,” Jessie resumed. “When the news of the accident came to me I slipped out and with great risk went to the hospital. Dr Varney gave me a permit. Vera had lost the papers, she had not the least idea what had become of them, but that is not all. Countess Saens had found out that a girl answering to my description had been taken to the hospital, and she went there. Fortunately she was refused admission. But she will get in this morning, and that is why I want to go out so early. The suspicions of the Countess are aroused; she begins to understand. And there is Prince Mazaroff.”




  “What can he possibly have to do with it?” the Queen asked.




  “Your Majesty is forgetting that Prince Mazaroff knows both Vera Galloway and Jessie Harcourt, the shop-girl whom he honoured with his hated attentions. He knows that there is a girl in London identical in looks to Miss Galloway. He heard what Countess Saens’ maid said. Indeed, he went so far to-night to hint to Lord Merehaven that a trick was being played upon her Ladyship There is only one thing that prevented his discovery outright.”




  “And what was that’” the Queen asked. “Why should he hesitate?”




  “Because he was not absolutely sure of his ground,” Jessie said. “He knew the shop-girl Jessie Harcourt. But he was puzzled because he did not imagine that a shop girl would be so wonderfully at ease in good society and have all the manners of it at her fingers’ ends. He did not know that the Bond-street girl was of gentle birth and he was puzzled. Do you see my point?”




  The queen saw the point perfectly well, and admitted that it was a very clever one.




  “I am more than glad that you have told me all this,” she said in a thrilling voice. “Your frankness may save the situation in the long run. One thing is certain, we must get Vera out of the hospital and back again here without delay. And for the time being you must disappear. I seem to have as many enemies here as I have in Asturia, only they are cleverer ones. These people are all in the pay of Russia. Countess Saens must be baffled at any cost. Wait a moment.”




  The carriage had pulled up but the footman did not dismount from the box. So far as Jessie could judge, the carriage had stopped nowhere near the Queen of Asturia’s headquarters. She smiled as Jessie looked up with a questioning eye.




  “You are wondering why we are here,” she said. “It is imperative before I sleep to-night that I should have a few words with General Maxgregor. I understand that he has a suite of rooms in the big block of flats. I fancy those are his windows on the second floor, those with the lights up. Somebody has just come in and looked out of the window. My child, who is that?”




  The queen’s voice changed suddenly, her tones were harsh and rasping. A man in evening dress stood in one of the lighted windows looking out.




  “You saw what happened at Lady Merehaven’s,” the queen went on. “We left the king there with the faithful Alexis behind his chair. We have come direct here. The whole thing is maddening. Who do you reckon that man to be who was looking out of the window?”




  Jessie looked up with bewildered eyes. The old dreamy feeling was coming over her again. She gazed steadily at the figure framed in the flood of light.




  “There is no mistake about it,” she gasped. “That is his majesty the King of Asturia!”
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  Lechmere would have walked off with his fishing line, but Maxgregor called him back. There was no reason for mystery over this business so far us the General could see, but Lechmere shook his head.




  “I’ll be back in a very few minutes,” he said, “and then you can tell me what has happened. On the other hand I shall have great deal to tell you. Which way did Mazaroff go?”




  So far as Maxwell could judge, Mazaroff had not left the building. He was pretty sure that the Russian had not come to Maxgregor with any sinister design. Beyond question, Mazaroff was looking for a certain suite of rooms, though Maxgregor doubted it.




  “The fellow would have shown his teeth fast enough if it had not been for Maxwell,” he said. “It is possible that he is looking for a certain suite of rooms, I should not be at all surprised to find that he has not yet left the building.”




  Lechmere muttered something to the effect that he was absolutely certain of it. He was very anxious to know if there was a back staircase from the floor and whether it was much used so late at night.




  “It isn’t used at all after the servants have gone,” Maxgregor explained. “There are several very rapid young men living on this floor, and they find the back staircase useful for the purpose of evading creditors. The stairs are at the far end of the corridor.”




  Lechmere murmured his thanks and hurried away. He had hardly disappeared before there was a tiny tap on the door and Jessie came in. She seemed anxious and uneasy, nor was her confusion lessened by the expression of blank astonishment, not to say displeasure, on Maxwell’s face.




  “Vera,” he cried reproachfully. “Oh, I forgot. Events are moving so fast that it is difficult to keep pace with them. And you are so wonderfully like Vera Galloway. I had to be told the facts, you see. Oh, of course, you told me yourself by the hospital. But what are you doing here?”




  “I came with the queen,” Jessie explained. “I am going to her hotel with her. But the queen declared that she could not rest to-night unless she had seen General Maxgregor. Is he better?”




  “I am going on as well as possible,” Maxgregor said from his bed. “It is dreadful to be laid up just now, at this time of all others. It was good of the Queen to think of me, but it occurs to me to be dreadfully imprudent for her to come here now.”




  “But she had to,” Jessie persisted. “There was no help for it. And another extraordinary thing happened. We left the king at Merehaven House being closely guarded by Captain Alexis. When we came away His Majesty was actually playing bridge. And yet, as the carriage pulled up outside these mansions, we saw the king seated in one of the windows.”




  “Impossible,” Maxgregor cried. “The king has not been here at all.”




  “So I should have said if I had been able to disbelieve my own eyes,” Jessie went on. “I tell you I have just seen the king. At first I thought that he was actually here. Now I know that he must be on the next suite to this. He was in evening dress, just as we left him, but he had his orders on. And the queen is in a position to confirm what I say.”




  “I am certainly in a position to do what Miss—er—this lady says,” came a voice from the doorway as the queen came in. “We must get to the bottom of this.”




  Maxgregor groaned. He admired the pluck and spirit of the queen, but he deplored the audacity that brought her here. The thing was absolutely madness. The queen smiled anxiously.




  “Are you any worse, my dear old friend,” she asked. “Are you suffering at all?”




  “My pain is more mental than physical,” Maxgregor replied. “Oh, why did you come here, why did you not leave matters to me? Heaven only knows how many spies are dogging your footsteps. And it is impossible that the king can be where you say he is.”




  “The king’s recuperative powers are marvellous,” Maxwell remarked. “At one hour he is apparently at the point of death, an hour later he is an honoured guest of the Foreign Secretary. A little time later this young lady and I see him seated in the drawing-room of Countess Saens house, and quite at his ease there. At this moment he seems to be in two places at once. Can anybody explain? Can you?”




  The last question was put to Lechmere, who had stepped into the room again. The diplomatist smiled.




  “I hope to explain the whole thing and prove what has happened before long,” he said. “It was to aid you in that purpose that I borrowed the salmon line. Is your majesty safe here?”




  “Is my majesty safe anywhere?” the queen asked in bitter contempt. “I have taken every precaution. There was nobody to be seen as I drove up, and I have sent my horses to wait for me in the square. Then I could not stop any longer, I could not wait for my dear little friend here to bring me news. And I was most miserably anxious about General Maxgregor. Is there any news?”




  “I was just coming to the news,” Lechmere said. “Our enemies have tried on the most dangerous and daring thing that I have ever heard of. When the ‘Mercury’ appears to-morrow it will contain a long and particular account of an interview between the King of Asturia and the Editor. I have seen the Editor of the ‘Mercury.’ and by a stratagem I became possessed of an advanced copy of the paper. I should like your majesty to see what it is that the British public will find on their breakfast tables later on.”




  Lechmere produced his copy of the ‘Mercury’ and flattened it on the table. Then, he handed it to the queen. She waved the sheet aside impatiently, she could not read to-night, her eyes were too heavy.




  “Let us have the pith of it,” she said. “I am curious to know what it all means.”




  Lechmere proceeded to read the article aloud. It was well done, and the insinuations it conveyed were worse than the actual truth. For instance, it was not boldly said that the King of Asturia had visited the offices of the ‘Mercury’ in a state of intoxication, but it was shrewdly inferred. The brutal, callous indifference of the whole thing was most strongly marked. The king had abdicated his throne; he cared nothing for his country or what his subjects thought of it. Here was an article calculated to arouse the greatest sensation in Europe. The queen was not slow to see the danger of it.




  “But the thing is all a lie,” she cried. “It is impossible. We know that the king has not left Merehaven House since dinner-time. And this interview is stated to have taken place later. Is this what your journalism is coming to in this country, Mr. Lechmere?”




  “Not our journalism, Madame,” Lechmere said coolly. “No English daily paper would have been so depraved and unpatriotic as to print that interview without consulting some Minister of State. As a matter of fact the ‘Mercury’ is American, it is published to sell, it is the pioneer paper floated to capture the cream of our press. Hunt has no scruples.”




  “But he has invented the whole thing,” the queen said. “It is a dastardly fraud.”




  “No,” Lechmere said calmly. “No doubt somebody called on Hunt and told him that story. I believe Hunt to be genuinely under the impression that he had the honour of the confidence of the King of Asturia. In a way he has been hoaxed with the rest.”




  “If we could only prove it,” the queen said under her breath. “If we could only prove it.”




  “I hope to be able to do so within the next half hour,” Lechmere went on in his cool way. “I have a pretty shrewd idea what has taken place. In a measure we have to thank the little scheme planned out between this young lady here and her double, Miss Vera Galloway. It suggested an idea to Countess Saens. And fortunately for her the material was at hand. After all said and done the editor of the ‘Mercury’ could only have seen the king in the most casual way, and he would be easily imposed on. In the circumstances, he would be quite ready and even eager to be imposed upon. The fact that the whole affair subsequently proved to be a hoax would not in the least disturb Hunt. He would get his sensation and his extra copies sold, the mistake itself would be forgotten in a day or two.”




  “But not in Europe,” the queen cried. “By to-morrow Europe will be ringing with that vile lie. The telegraph will be put in motion; our enemies will see that it is promptly reported from one end of Asturia to another. Once the lie is floated on the stream of public opinion we shall never catch it up again. The whole thing has been engineered with the deliberate intention of ruining us. What can we do?”




  “What man can do I have already done,” Lechmere said. “The thing will be contradicted and proved to be a lie by the ‘Herald’ newspaper, to whose editor I have told everything. The two papers will start fairly, the one with the lie and the other with the truth. And as you know the ‘Herald’ is looked upon as a respectable journal. The telegraph that flashes the news for the one will flash the refutation for the other. And I have taken an extremely bold step. The ‘Herald’ to-morrow will be responsible for the announcement that so far from resigning his crown, King Erno of Asturia has started already by a series of special trains to Asturia. Madame, you will see that this is done?”
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  A gleam of admiration flashed into the eyes of the queen. Here was a man after her own heart. And Lechmere had done marvelously well. True, he could not stamp out the lie, he could not prevent the thing being reported from one end of Europe to another, but he could refute it. The mere fact that King Erno had started for Asturia would, naturally create a great impression.




  “It shall be done,” the queen cried. “I will go back to Merehaven House and fetch the king. He shall travel without delay under the care of Captain Alexis. I would that I had another trusty friend to accompany him, but it seems to me that I need you all in London.”




  “You do not need me, Madame,” said Maxwell earnestly. “I mean you don’t need me here. For the moment the good friends you have here will suffice. It is necessary that I should be out of the way for a time, and nobody would guess where I have gone. Let me go to Asturia.”




  The Queen thanked Maxwell with a look of gratitude from her dark eyes. Then she turned to Lechmere. “How can all this travelling machinery be put in motion so quickly?” she asked.




  “Fortunately you have come to the right quarter for information,” Lechmere said. “As an old queen’s messenger, there are few services for getting over the ground that I do not know. Before now I have been despatched at a minute’s notice to the other end of Europe with instructions to reach my destination in a given time. In an hour or so, the programme will be complete. I will see to the special train to Dover and the special steamer to cross the Channel. After that it is a mere matter of using the cables. If the King does not care to undertake the journey—”




  The queen laughed in a strange metallic fashion. Her eyes were gleaming with intensity of purpose.




  “The king is going,” she said between her teeth. “You may be quite sure about that. If he declines, or shows the least infirmity of purpose, he will be drugged and taken home that way. He will show himself in the capital. A manifesto will be issued directly he gets there. There is one thing yet to be done.”




  The queen paused and looked significantly at Lechmere. He smiled and shook his head.




  “I know exactly what your majesty means,” he said. “It is useless for us to take all this trouble if we are to be confronted with a mystery which will enable certain people to say that the King of Asturia is still in London. I have taken a step to entirely obviate that business. If your majesty has a few minutes to spare I shall be able to render your mind easy on that score.”




  The queen expressed her willingness to stay, and Lechmere left the room. He paused to light a cigar in the corridor and don his overcoat again. Then he walked casually to the outer door of the next suite of rooms and strolled calmly in. The second door of the suite was locked, and Lechmere gently tried the handle.




  “So far so good,” he muttered. “There is another door into the corridor leading to the back stairs. I need not worry about the back stairs as my ferret is there. If the thing were not serious, what a fine comedy it would make! Now for it!”




  Lechmere tapped smartly on the door, a murmur of voices within ceased and the door was opened and showed the face of Prince Mazaroff himself. He turned a little pale as he saw Lechmere and stammeringly asked what the latter wanted. Lechmere laughed in an irritating kind of way.




  “Well, that’s pretty cool,” he said. “I come to the suite of rooms of my friend Bevis to smoke a cigar and I find you here demanding why I come. Is Bevis here?”




  “No, he isn’t,” Mazaroff said curtly as he came into the front room, and closed the door behind him. “And, what is more, he is not likely to be in. I have a friend in there if you must know.”




  Mazaroff grinned with an assumption that Lechmere could understand that the situation was rather a delicate one. But Lechmere knew better than that, for the voice in the inner room had been unmistakably that of a man. But it served the purpose of the old diplomat to let the thing pass.




  “Very well,” he said, “I will take your word for it. But where is my friend Bevis?”




  “I haven’t the remotest idea where your friend Bevis is, or where he has got to,” Mazaroff said with a sneer in his voice. “Bevis is a young man who has lately outrun the constable. He inferred to me that he was going to retire to the country for a time. He offered me this little place on my own terms, and I am to give it back to our friend if I get tired of it. It is a more swagger ‘pied a terre’ than my own, and I jumped at the chance. Now you know everything.”




  Lechmere nodded as if perfectly satisfied, though he did not know everything by any means. He sat down and helped himself to a cigarette to Mazaroff’s annoyance. But Lechmere appeared not to see it. He had his own game to play, and he was not to be deterred.




  “I want to have a little chat with you,” he said. “We shall never get a better chance than this. I want, if possible, to enlist your sympathies on the side of the Queen of Asturia. If I could gain your assistance and that of Madame Saens I should be more than satisfied.”




  Mazaroff muttered something to the effect that he should be delighted. But his aspect was uneasy and guilty. He could not shake off his air of fear. From time to time he cocked his ears as if listening for something in the inner room. Lechmere sat there grimly smoking and looking at the ceiling. He was not quite sure what card he should play next.




  “I am thinking of going to Asturia myself,” he said. “I’m not quite old enough to get rusty yet. And there is a fine field for intrigue and venture yonder. I understand that the king returns to-morrow. It will be in all the papers in the morning.”




  “The deuce it will!” Mazaroff exclaimed blankly. “Why that will upset all our plans—I mean, that it will be a checkmate to Russia. Considering all that we have done….is that a fact, Lechmere?”




  “My dear chap, surely I have no object in telling you what is false!” Lechmere said.




  “Of course it is a fact. The king ought never to have come away; he would not have come away if the queen could have trusted him. She thought that she could do her country good by visiting London. But the King will be looked after much better in future, I promise you. Have you seen Peretori lately?”




  The latter question was shot dexterously at Mazaroff like a snap from a gun. The latter glanced swiftly at Lechmere, but he could make nothing of the other’s inscrutable face. The Russian began to feel as if he had blundered into a trap; he had the same fear as a lying witness in the box under the horror of a rasping cross-examination from a sharp barrister.




  “I don’t know that I am acquainted with the man you mention?” he faltered.




  “Oh, nonsense. Take your memory back, man. Not know Peretori! Think of that night five years ago in Paris when you and me and Scandel and the rest were supping with those Oderon people. And you say that the name of Peretori is not known to you.”




  Mazaroff laughed in a sulky kind of way. He said something to the effect that his memory was not as good as it might be. From time to time he glanced at the inner door of the suite; he seemed as if he could not keep his eyes off it.




  “Do you think that you could find his address for me?” Lechmere persisted. “I have every reason to believe that he is somewhere in London at the present moment. Ah, look there. To think of it! And you pretending all this when the very man in question is in the next room. What a coincidence!”




  “Call me a liar at once,” Mazaroff said thickly. “How dare you insinuate that I am not—not—”




  “Telling the truth,” Lechmere said coolly. “That stick yonder belongs to Peretori. Nobody else possesses one like it, as I have heard Peretori boast. If you can deny what I say after—but I shall make no apologies for seeing into the matter for myself.”




  With a sudden dart Lechmere was by the door leading into the inner room. Mazaroff started after him, crying out something in Russian at the top of his voice. But he was too late to prevent Lechmere from entering the inner room. The place was quite empty now save for a hat and a pair of gloves on the table, both of which tended to prove that the room had been occupied a few moments before.




  “This is a most unpardonable outrage,” Mazaroff cried. He had quite recovered himself within the last minute or two; he was his cunning self again. “I did not ask you to come here at all. And as to the evidence of that stick, it is worth nothing. I could get a copy of it made that—but after what has happened I think you had better give me the benefit of your absence.”




  “Quite so,” Lechmere said pleasantly, “I apologise. I’ll go out this way, I think. Awfully sorry to have ruffled you so much. Good-night.”




  Lechmere departed into the corridor by the far door, which he closed swiftly behind him. As he did so there came a sound of stumbling and falling from the region of the back stairs, and curses in a ruffled voice that had a note of pain in it.




  “Got him,” Lechmere said triumphantly. “I was certain of my man. Now for it!”
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  Lechmere darted along in the direction of the secondary staircase from whence the noise of the falling body had come. It was somewhat dark there, for the gas jet at that point had been turned down and there were no electrics there. At the foot of the stairs could be seen the outline of somebody who had become entangled with a maze of salmon line and who was held up like a great blundering bee in a spider’s web. Lechmere could hear him muttering and swearing to himself as he struggled to be free.




  But there was no time to waste. Doubtless Mazaroff would be out of his room in a little time, and it was just possible that he might come that way. Lechmere slid down the bannisters as a schoolboy might have done; he had an open pocket knife in his teeth. Noiselessly he came down upon the struggling man and gripped him by the shoulders.




  “Don’t you make a sound,” he hissed. “Not one word unless you want this knife plunged into your body. Be still, and no harm shall come to you.”




  [image: ]




  The other man said nothing. He allowed himself to be cut free from the salmon line and dragged behind a kind of housemaid’s closet at the foot of the stairs. At the same moment Mazaroff came along. The two men there could see the dark outline of his anxious face as he lighted a vesta to aid him in seeing what was going on.




  “Got away, I expect,” he muttered. “A precious near thing, anyway. But if he is clear of the premises I may as well go this way myself.”




  So close did Mazaroff pass the other two that Lechmere could easily have touched him. His companion gave no sign, perhaps Lechmere’s fingers playing about his throat warned him of the danger of anything of the kind. Mazaroff disappeared in the gloom, a door closed with a click, there was a muffled echo of retreating footsteps, and then Lechmere’s grim features relaxed into a smile. He jogged up his captive.




  “Now we shall be able to get along,” he said, “Will you be so good as to precede me, sir?”




  “Do you know who I am?” the other man replied, “Because if you are not aware of my identity—”




  “I am quite aware of your identity,” Lechmere said coolly. “And I should do again what I am doing now if necessary. I daresay you regard the thing as a magnificent joke, but when you come to realise the enormous mischief that you have done, why—”




  Lechmere shrugged his shoulders by way of completing his sentence. He pushed the other man along the corridor until he came to Maxgregor’s rooms, where he hustled his prisoner inside. He stood winking and blinking there in the light, the very image of the king with his orders on his breast and his flame coloured hair gleaming in the light. Shamefaced as he appeared, there was yet a kind of twinkle in his eyes.




  “Behold your king,” Lechmere said. “Behold the source of the trouble. Your majesty must find the heat very much in that wig. Let me remove it.”




  He coolly twitched the flame-coloured thatch away and disclosed a close crop of black hair. The queen threw up her hands with a gesture of amazement.




  “Peretori,” she cried. “Prince Peretori. So you are the cause of all the mischief. Will you be so good as to explain yourself?”




  “There is no very great resemblance to the king now that the wig is removed,” Jessie whispered to Maxwell, who stood beside her. “Do you know I rather like his face. Who is he?”




  “Prince Peretori of Nassa, a second cousin of the King of Asturia,” Maxwell explained. “There are many mad princes in Europe, but none quite so mad as Peretori. He is not bad or wicked, he is simply utterly irresponsible. The great object in his life is the playing of practical jokes. Also he is a wonderfully fine actor—he would have made a great name on the stage. It is one of his boasts that he can make up to resemble anybody.”




  “He doesn’t look like an enemy,” Jessie said in the same low voice.




  “He’s not,” Maxwell replied. “In fact, Peretori is nobody’s enemy but his own. I should not be in the least surprised to find that he had been made use of in this business.”




  “Why have you committed this crowning act of folly?” the queen asked coldly.




  “Is it any worse than usual?” the prince asked. “My dear cousin, I did it for a wager. The price of my success was to be a thousand guineas. Now, a thousand guineas to me at the present moment represents something like salvation. I am terribly hard up, I am painfully in debt. In this country those commercial brutal laws take no hood of station. I ignored certain civil processes, with the result that a common tradesman can throw me into gaol at any moment for a debt that I simply cannot pay. That I am always ready for a joke you are aware. But a remunerative joke like this was not to be denied.”




  “Therefore you believe that you have won the bet from Countess Saens and Prince Mazaroff?” Lechmere asked. “Do they admit that you have won?”




  “They do, my somewhat heavy-handed friend,” the prince cried gaily. “Though how on earth you came to know that the Countess and Mazaroff had any hand in the business—”




  “We will come to that presently,” Lechmere resumed. “You talked that matter over with the Countess and Mazaroff, and they gradually persuaded you to try this thing. You were to go to the editor of the ‘Mercury’ and pass yourself off as the King of Asturia. You were to tell him all kinds of damaging things, and he was to believe you. If he believed you to be the king, you earned your money.”




  “Never was a sum of money gained more easily,” Peretori cried.




  “Yes, but at what a cost!” the queen said sternly. “Peretori, do you ever consider anything else but your own selfish amusements? Look at the harm you have done. Once the printed lie crosses the border into Asturia, what is to become of us all? Did you think of that? Can’t you understand that all Europe will imagine that the king has resigned his throne? Desperate as things are, you have made them ten times worse.”




  Peretori looked blankly at the speaker. He was like a boy who had been detected in some offence, and for the first time realised the seriousness of it.




  “I give you my word that I never thought of that for a moment,” he said. “It is one of my sins that I never think of anything when a jest is concerned. That smug little editor swallowed everything that I said in the most amusing fashion. I had won my money and I was free. My dear cousin, if there is anything that I can do—”.




  The queen shook her head mournfully. She was quite at a loss for the moment. Unless, perhaps, the tables could be turned in another way.




  “You have been the dupe of two of our most unscrupulous enemies,” the queen went on. “They are agents of Russia, and at the present moment their great task is to try to bring about the abdication of the King of Asturia. Once this is done, the path is fairly clear. To bring this about these people can use as much money as they please. They have been baffled once or twice lately, but when they found you they saw a good chance of doing our house a deadly harm. A thousand pounds, or fifty times that amount mattered little. How did they find you?”




  “I have been in England six months,” Peretori said. “I dropped my rank. There was an English girl I was very fond of. I was prepared to sacrifice everything so long as she became my wife. It doesn’t matter how those people found me. The mischief is done.”




  “The mischief is almost beyond repair.” Lechmere said. “But why did you come here? Why did you sit before the open windows in the next suite of rooms?”




  “That was part of the plan, my dear sir,” Peretori exclaimed. “Probably there was somebody watching who had to be convinced that I was the King of Asturia. I flatter myself that my make-up was so perfect that nobody could possibly—”




  “Still harping on that string,” the queen said reproachfully. “Why don’t you try to realise that the great harm that you have done has to be repaired at any cost? With all your faults, you were never a traitor to your country. Are you going to take the blood-money, knowing what it means? I cannot believe that you have stooped so low as that.”




  The face of Peretori fell; a shamed look came into his eyes.




  “I shall take it,” he said. “I shall spoil the Egyptians. But at the same time, I can see a way to retrieve the mischief that I have done. It is not too late yet.”
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  A silence fell on the little group for a time. All Peretori’s gaiety had vanished. He looked very moody and thoughtful as be sat there turning recent events over in his mind. With all his faults, and there were many, he was an Asturian at heart. He was prepared to do a deal for the sake of his country. He had always promised himself that some day he would settle down and be a credit to his nationality. The career of mad jest must stop some time. It was impossible not to understand the mischief that he had just done. But there was a mobile and clever brain behind all this levity, and already Peretori begun to see his way to a subtle and suitable revenge.




  “Have those stolen papers anything to do with it?” he asked. “That Foreign Office business, you know.”




  “They have everything to do with it,” said Lechmere. “As a matter of fact, Countess Saens has had those papers stolen from her in turn. She cannot move very far without them. That she suspects where they have gone is evidenced by the fact that she put your highness up to your last escapade. The way she was tricked herself inspired her. If you can do anything to even matters up—”




  “I will do more than that,” Peretori cried. “I have thought of something. It is quite a good thing that the Countess regards me as no better than a feather-headed fool. She will never guess that I have been here, she will never give you people credit for finding out what you have done. It was very clever of Mr. Lechmere to do so.”




  “Not at all,” Lechmere muttered. “I have seen your smart impersonations before, and guessed at once who I had to look for. My finding you rigged here was a bit of luck. Will you be so good as to tell us what you propose doing?”




  “I think not, if you don’t mind,” the prince replied. “I might fail, you see. But, late as it is I am going to call upon Countess Saens. My excuse is that I have won my wager, and that it was a cash transaction. Has the queen a telephone in her private apartments at the hotel?”




  The queen explained that the telephone was then as a matter of course. Peretori rose to his feet. “Then we had better adjourn this meeting for the present,” he said. ‘It will be far more cautious and prudent for the queen to return to her hotel. You had better all go. Only somebody must be imported here to look after General Maxgregor whose life is so valuable to Asturia.




  Lechmere explained curtly that he would see to Maxgregor’s safety, after which he would follow to the queen’s hotel. With a nod and a smile Peretori disappeared after removing all traces of his make up.




  He was quite confident that he would be able to turn the tables on those who had made use of him in so sorry a way. The queen could make up her mind that she should hear from him before the night was over.




  In a dazed, heavy way, Jessie found herself in a handsome sitting room in the queen’s hotel. She became conscious presently that Lechmere was back again and that he was discussing events and recent details with the queen. Jessie wondered if these people ever knew what it was to be tired. Usually she was so utterly tired with her long day’s work that she was in bed a little after ten o’clock, and it was past two now. She could hardly keep her eyes open. She sat up as the queen spoke to her.




  “My poor dear child,” she said quite tenderly, “you are half dead with fatigue. I must take care of you after all you have done for me. And you are going to bed without delay.”




  Jessie murmured that she was only too ready to do anything necessary. But the queen would not hear of it. Jessie must go to bed at once. The girl was too utterly tired to resist. In a walking dream she was led away; a neat banded maid appeared to be undressing her, there was a vision of a soft, luxurious bed, and then a dreamy delicious unconsciousness. The queen bent and kissed the sleeping face before she returned to the room where Lechmere awaited her.




  “It is good to know that I have so many real friends,” she said. “And they are none the less kind because I have no possible claim on them. You have arranged everything?”




  “Thanks to the telephone, madame,” Lechmere explained. “The rest I have managed by cable. The special train to Dover will be ready in half an hour; the special steamer awaits its arrival. The king will be in Asturia almost before that damming paragraph reaches there. If he goes soon.”




  “He should be back here by this time,” the queen said with some anxiety in her voice. “Captain Alexis promised me—but somebody is coming up the stairs. Ah, here they are!”




  The king came into the room followed by Captain Alexis. He seemed moody and depressed now. Probably the effects of the drug were passing off. He said sullenly that he was going to bed. The queen’s face flushed with anger. She spoke clearly and to the point. She told precisely what had happened. The king followed in a dull yet interested way.




  “Am I never to have any peace?” he asked brokenly. “What is the use of being a king unless one—”




  “Acts like a king,” the queen said. “Have you not brought it all on yourself by your criminal folly? Were you not on the point of betraying us all? Now that is past. You are not going to bed; you are going to be up and doing. It is your part to show Europe that your enemies’ plans are futile. You will be on the way to Asturia in half an hour, and Captain Alexis and this gentleman accompany you.”




  The king protested feebly; it was utterly impossible that this thing could be. But all his weak objections were thrust aside by the importunity of the queen.




  “You are going,” she said firmly. “All things are ready. It is a thousand pities that I cannot accompany you, but my place is in England for the next ten days. All has been done; even now your man is finishing the packing of your trunks. In half an hour the train starts for Dover. If you are bold and resolute now, the situation can be saved, and Asturia with it.”




  The king protested no further. He sat with a dark, stubborn expression on his face.




  It seemed to him that he was no better than a prisoner being removed from one prison to another with two warders for company. Not that he had the slightest intention of going to Asturia, he told himself; it would be no fault of his if ever he set foot in his domains again. But all this he kept to himself.




  The little party set off at length, to the unmistakable relief of the queen. She felt now that something was being done in the cause of home and freedom. Russia was not going to be allowed to have everything her own way. She paced up and down the room, a prey to her own painful thoughts.




  “Is there anything more that I can do for you, madame?” Lechmere asked. “If there is, I pray that you command my services, which are altogether at your disposal.”




  “Perhaps you will wait a little,” the queen said. “I expect we shall hear from Peretori presently. What we have to do now is to recover those missing papers. It is maddening to think they may be lying in the gutter at the present moment. If we dared advertise for them! Can’t you think of some way? You are so quick and clever and full of resource.”




  Lechmere shook his head. Perhaps he might think of some cunning scheme when he had the time, but for the present he could not see his way at all. To advertise would be exceeding dangerous. Any move in that direction would be pretty sure to attract the attention of the enemy.




  “The enemy is sufficiently alert as it is,” Lechmere pointed out. “There is Countess Saens, for instance, who has a pretty shrewd idea already of the trick that has been played upon her. If she had no suspicion, she would not have gone to Charing Cross Hospital tonight. And your majesty must see that, at all hazards, she must be prevented from going there in the morning. That scandal must be avoided. It would be a thousand pities if Miss Galloway or Miss Harcourt—”




  “I see, I see,” the queen cried, as she paced restlessly up and down the room. “In this matter cannot you get Prince Peretori to give you a hand? There is a fine fertility of resources in that brilliant brain of his. And I am sure that when he left here to-night he had some scheme—”




  The tinkle of the telephone bell cut off further discussion. At a sign from the queen Lechmere took down the receiver and placed it to his ear. Very gently he asked who was there. The reply was in a whisper that it could hardly be heard by the listener, but all the same, he did not fail to recognise the voice of Prince Peretori.




  “It is I—Lechmere,” he said. “You can speak quite freely. Have you done anything?”




  “I have done a great deal,” came the response. “Only I want assistance. Come round here and creep into the house and go into the little sitting-room on the left side of the door. All the servants have gone to bed, so you will be safe. Sit in the dark and wait for the signal. The front door is not fastened. Can I count upon you? Right! So.”




  The voice ceased, there was a click of the telephone, and the connection was cut off.
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  Prince Peretori was a by no means unpopular figure with those who knew him both personally and by reputation. He had in him that strain of wild blood that seems peculiar to all the Balkan Peninsula, where so many extravagant things are done. In bygone days Peretori would have been a romantic figure. As it was, Western civilisation had gone far to spoil his character. Audacious deeds and elaborate practical jokes filled up the measure of his spare time. For some months under a pseudonym he was a prominent figure at a Vienna theatre. It was only when his identity became threatened that he had to abandon his latest fad.




  But he was feeling deeply chagrined and mortified over his last escapade. It never occurred to him at the time that he was doing any real harm. The King of Asturia, his cousin, he had always disliked and despised; for the queen he had the highest admiration. And it looked as if he had done the latter an incalculable injury.




  That he had been touched on the raw of his vanity and made the catspaw of others added fuel to his wrath. It would be no fault of his if he did not get even the Countess Saens. He would take that money and pretend that he enjoyed the joke. But it was going to be a costly business for Countess Saens and her ally Prince Mazaroff.




  Peretori had pretty well made up his mind what line to take by the time he had reached the house of the Countess. The place was all in darkness, as if everybody had retired for the night; but Peretori had his own reasons for believing that the Countess had not returned home. If necessary he would wait on the doorstep for her.




  But perhaps the door was not fastened? With spies about, the Countess might feel inclined to keep the house in darkness. As a matter of fact the door was not fastened, and Peretori slipped quietly into the hall. He had no fear of being discovered; if he were discovered, he had only to say that he had come back for the reward of his latest exploit. To the Countess he made no secret of the desperate nature of his pecuniary affairs.




  The house seemed absolutely at rest; there could be no doubt that the servants had all gone to bed. Peretori stood in the hall a little undecided what to do next. His sharp ears were listening intently. It seemed to him presently that he could hear the sound of somebody laughing in a subdued kind of way. As his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, a thread of light from under a distant door crossed his line of vision. Then there was the smothered explosion that was unmistakably made by a champagne cork.




  Peretori crept along to the door under which the track of light peeped. The door was pulled to, but the latch had not caught. Very quietly Peretori pushed the door back so that he could look in. It was more or less as he had expected. Seated at a table where a dainty supper had been laid out was a man who had the unmistakable hall-mark of a gentleman’s servant written all over him. On the other side of the table sat the Countess’s maid Annette.




  “Another glass,” the maid was saying. “It is a brand of the best. Nothing comes into this house but the best, ma foi! And no questions asked where things go to. So help yourself, mon Robert! There is no chance of being interrupted.”




  The man sat there, grinning uneasily. There was no conspirator here, Peretori decided. The man was no more than a shrewd cockney servant, none too honest over trifles, perhaps, but he was not the class of man that political conspirators are made of. It was a romance of the kitchen on Robert’s side.




  “Bit risky, ain’t it?” he said, as he pulled at his champagne. “If your mistress catches us,—”




  “There is no fear of that, Robert. She is in bed sound asleep long ago. Nothing wakes or disturbs her. She undressed herself to-night; she dispensed with my services. Oh, a good thing!”




  “But risky sometimes, eh?” Robert said. “Lor, the trouble that some of ‘em give!”




  “Oh, they have no heart, no feeling. It is slave, slave, slave! But we make them pay for it. I make her pay for it. And when I am ready to go back to Switzerland, I know that I have not worked in vain. And she called me a liar and a thief to-night.”




  Robert muttered something sympathetic. He had no wish for Annette to go back to Switzerland, he said. He had saved a little also. Did not Annette think that a respectable boarding-house or something select in the licensed victualling line might do? The girl smiled coquettishly.




  “And perhaps something better,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper. “I am not dishonest; I do no more than other ladies in my position. Not that the perquisites are not handsome. But sometimes one has great good luck. She call me thief and liar to-night; she say I not tell the truth when I say she was robbed to-night. I show her the real thief, and still she is doubtful. The real thief took those papers. Mind you, they were papers of great value. That is certain. Suppose those papers came into my possession! Suppose I read them, and find them immense importance! Suppose that they don’t belong to the Countess at all; that she has got them by a trick!”




  Peretori listened eagerly. Now that he was au fait of the situation, he knew exactly what Annette was talking about. He blessed his stars that he had come here to-night. Without doubt Annette was talking of the papers missing from the Foreign Office.




  “Sounds good,” Robert said. “Worth fifty or sixty pounds to somebody else perhaps.”




  “Worth ten thousand pounds!” Annette went on in the same fierce whisper. “That money with what we have saved, eh? We could take a boarding-house in Mount-street and make a fortune, you and I, my Robert. Look you, these papers vanish; they are taken by a lady in a black dress. My mistress, she say the lady meet with an accident and is taken to a hospital. The police come in and ask questions—ma foi! They ask questions till my head ache. Then they go away again, and my mistress leave the house again. My head ache so that I go and walk up and down the pavement to get a breath of air.”




  “Sounds like a scene in a play,” Robert said encouragingly. “Go on, ducky!”




  “As I stood there a policeman come up to me. I know that policeman; he is young to his work—he admires me. You need not look so jealous, my Robert; it is not the police where my eyes go. But he has heard of the robbery. Not that be knows its importance—no, no! He can tell all about the lady in Piccadilly who was run over. And behold he has picked up a packet of papers!”




  “Good business,” Robert exclaimed. “You’re something like a storyteller, Annette.”




  “That packet of papers he show me,” Annette went on gaily. “There is an elastic band round them, and under the band an envelope with the crest of the Countess upon it. Those papers were to be given up to Scotland Yard, mark you. But not if Annette knows anything about her man. Behold in a few minutes those papers are in my pocket. It is a smile, a little kiss, and the thing is done! Frown not, Robert, I have no use for that soft young policeman.”




  “You’re a jolly deep one, that’s what you are,” Robert said with profound admiration. “I should like to know what those papers are all about. I suppose you’ve read ‘em?”




  “No; they are in French; the French used by the educated classes. The language is very different to my Swiss. But I have a friend who will be able to tell me what they are all about. Meanwhile, the papers are carefully hidden away where they cannot be found. My policeman, he dare not speak; even if he did, I could say that the papers were rubbish which I had thrown away. But the Countess she call me a liar and a thief shall never see them again. What’s that?”




  A sudden violent ringing of the front door bell startled the supper party and the listener in the hall. Robert rose and grabbed his hat as if prepared for flight.




  “No, no!” the fertile Annette whispered. “Don’t go. I’ll reply to that bell. It is easy to say that I have not gone to bed, and that I came down. Stay where you are. You are quite safe. It may be a cablegram; they sometimes come quite late at might. Just turn down the light.”




  Peretori stepped into one of the darkened rooms and awaited events. He saw Annette come into the hall and flick up the glaring electrics. In her usual demure way she opened the front door and confronted a fussy little man who stood on the step.




  “Your mistress,” he said hurriedly. “Your mistress, I must see her at once—at once!”




  “But my mistress has gone to bed,” Annette protested. “She is asleep for some time, and—”




  “Then you must wake her up,” the little man said. “At once. It is no use to make a fuss, my good girl; I am bound to see the Countess. Tell her that Mr. Hunt is here—Mr. Hunt, of the ‘Mercury,’ whose business will not brook delay.”
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  Peretori gave way to a fit of silent laughter. Born comedian that he was, he fully appreciated the comedy of the situation. He did not need anyone to tell him why Hunt was here. But there was a serious side to the matter too, and the prince was not blind to that. Hunt pushed his way into the dining-room with the air of a man who is quite at home with his surroundings and put up the lights. As Annette disappeared up the stairs, Peretori fumbled his way to the telephone and gave Lechmere a whispered call. He had an idea that he would be in need of assistance presently, and the sooner it came the better. Then he felt that he could stand there in the dark and watch the interesting development of events.




  Annette came tripping down the stairs again presently with a look of astonishment on her face. She found Hunt turning about in the dining-room. He turned upon her sharply.




  “Well?” he asked. “You have aroused your mistress? I trust that she will not keep me long.”




  “But it is impossible that she should do anything else, M’sieu,” Annette protested. “I told you that my mistress had gone to bed. I had been out late to-night myself, and there were things to do after I came in. This is why I was ready to answer your ring. I say the Countess was asleep under the profound impression that such was the fact. I go to wake my mistress, and behold she is not in bed at all!”




  “What does it matter so long as she gets my message?” Hunt asked impatiently.




  “But she does not get your message, M’sieu,” Annette protested. “She is not there. The Countess is not in the house at all. I recollect now that when I respond to your ring the front door is not fastened. It is because to me that my mistress is not in.”




  Hunt’s reply was more forcible than polite. Annette’s face flamed with anger.




  “It seems the fashion at present for everybody to say to me that I am a liar,” she cried. “I tell you again that my mistress is not in the house. You can wait if you like, and I will not go to bed until she come in. There is no more to be said for the present, M’sieu.”




  And Annette walked away with her head in the air. There was the sound of shuffling feet in the hall presently as Robert was smuggled out of the house, and Annette retired to her dignified retreat in the small back room. She had hardly regained it before the hall door opened and the Countess came in. Annette, with an air of wounded dignity, proclaimed all that had recently taken place. As the light flashed on the face of the Countess, Peretori could see that she was visibly disturbed.




  “Go to bed, Annette;” she exclaimed. “I will see this gentleman who comes at so strange a time.”




  The Countess passed into the dining-room, and as she did so Peretori saw the handle of the front door turn very quietly, and Lechmere crept into the house. He stood motionless just for a moment; then Peretori stepped out of the little, room where he was listening and beckoned to him.




  “Come in here,” he whispered. “I sent for you because I have an idea that I shall require your assistance a little later on. Hunt is in the dining-room. Ah, the quarrel has begun!”




  “I tell you I have been fooled,” Hunt was saying passionately. “Fooled like a child. You promised me that you would manage that the ‘Mercury’ should contain an interview with the King of Asturia.”




  “Well? Did I fail in my promise? Did I not send the king to you in a condition when he was prepared to say or do anything? Won’t it be all there to-morrow morning?”




  “It is all there now,” Hunt said with a groan. “Already the country editions of the paper are on the train. A large proportion of the town impression have gone out also. And you have fooled me purposely.”




  “What is the man talking about?” the Countess cried impatiently. “Anyone would think that I had some object—”




  “In making a fool of me. So you have, if I could only understand the reason. As a matter of fact, I have been hoaxed in the most shameless manner possible. The man who came to me was an impostor, a fraud, an actor, and you knew it. When the whole story comes to be told my paper will be ruined, and I shall be laughed out of London. The real King of Asturia—”




  “The man is mad!” the Countess cried. “The real King of Asturia was with you to-night.”




  “It is utterly false, and you know it. You are playing this thing off on me for your own ends. I have just had it from the same source that the real King of Asturia, accompanied by Captain Alexis and another gentleman, have left for Dover by a special train an hour ago en route for Asturia. The information came to me from a lady journalist who actually saw the departure from Charing Cross. The lady in question makes no mistakes. I have never known her to be wrong. What have you to say to this?”




  For once in her life Countess Saens was absolutely nonplussed. In the face of this information it was utterly impossible to keep up the present fraud any longer.




  “So you have got the best of me?” she laughed. “It was a daring thing to do, but I thought that it would pass muster. It cost me a thousand guineas into the bargain. Mind you, I had not the slightest idea that the king would take such strong measures as these, and I am obliged by your priceless information. Now, what can I do to put matters right?”




  Hunt made the best of a bad bargain. As a matter of fact he was not quite blameless in the matter.




  “Those papers,” he said. “Get me those papers. I dare say I can bluff the matter through. We can suggest that somebody is personating the real thing. But I must have those papers.”




  “Ay, if we could only get them!” the Countess said between her teeth. “We have clever people to deal with, and you may thank the way I have been fooled to-night for the suggestion of the way in which I have done my best to damage the cause of Asturia. But I am on the track now, and I am going to get to the bottom of it. The first thing to-morrow morning I shall go to Charing Cross Hospital.”




  “What for?” Hunt growled. “You are talking in enigmas so far as I am concerned.”




  “Never mind. The enigma will explain itself in good time. I tell you that you shall have those papers. I’m sorry for the trick I played on you to-night, but there is a great stake in my hands. It never occurred to me that the enemy would play so bold a game.”




  “You hear that?” Lechmere said to his companion. “Now whatever scheme you have in your mind, my dear prince, it must be abandoned to the certainty that the Countess Saens does not go to the hospital at Charing Cross to-morrow. You have a pretty good idea of how things stand, and I look to you to prevent that. Can you possibly manage it?”




  Peretori whispered something reassuring. If Lechmere would stay here for a time and watch over the progress of events, he might be able to manage it. Lechmere expressed himself as ready to do anything that was required.




  “Very well,” Peretori replied. “I am going to slip away for a time. I shall be back in ten minutes at the outside. But don’t leave the house, because we have business here later on. There will be a real danger and peril before us presently.”




  Lechmere nodded in his turn as Peretori stole softly away. The murmur of voices from the dining-room was still going on. The conversation had grown desultory.




  “I repeat, I am sorry for the trick I had to play you to-night,” the Countess was saying. “But you have only to slick to your guns and stand out for the genuineness of your interview. Under ordinary circumstances it would have passed muster. But what possessed the King to take that decided step? I understood that his nerve was gone. I had it from a sure source that he never dared set foot in Asturia again. And to have gone off in that determined manner! What does it mean?”




  Lechmere could have answered that question, as he smilingly told himself. He could tell from the sound of the voices that Hunt was getting nearer and nearer to the door. Presently the pair emerged into the hall. It was fully a quarter of an hour now since Peretori had departed, and Lechmere was getting anxious. At the same moment there was a knock at the door so sharp and sudden that the Countess started, as did her companion. The former opened the door.




  Just for a moment Lechmere craned his neck to see. But all he noted was a district messenger boy, who handed an envelope to the Countess and proffered his pencil for a receipt. The door closed, and the Countess tore open the envelope eagerly.




  “A thick envelope,” she said. “Merely my name printed on it in large letters. What have we here? A visiting card with the name of the Duchess of Dinon on it. That is the nom de plume adopted by the Queen of Asturia when travelling. Ah, here is the gist of it! Listen:




  “‘Meet me to-morrow night Hotel Bristol, Paris, at 9 o’clock. Ask for Mr. Conway. Am watched. Am anxious to escape. Do not fail me. Erno.’”




  The Countess waved the little slip of parchment in triumph over her head. “From the King!” she said. “From the King to me. He desires to escape, and that plays my game. Give me the timetable that is on the hall table behind you.”
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  Jessie opened her eyes and looked languidly around. She could not grasp the situation at first. She was in a large room exquisitely furnished; the silken draperies rustled in the breeze from the open window. Whence came all this luxury? the girl wondered. As she lay there with her hair sweeping over the laced pillow, the events of the previous evening began to come back to her. Fresh and vigorous now after her night’s rest, Jessie could smile as she thought of it. It seemed almost impossible to believe that she had gone through so much, that any girl had the pluck to go through such a series of adventures without breaking down.




  And yet she had done it! And Jessie thrilled with a little pardonable pride as she dwelt upon the part she had played. At any rate, it had been better than slaving in the shop of Madame Malmaison, without the slightest prospect for the future. Jessie felt that now she had gained powerful friends there was no chance of further genteel starvation. Prince Mazaroff’s disgraceful conduct had been a blessing in disguise.




  And best of all, it had brought Ronald Hope back to her. Jessie flushed with happiness as she thought of Ronald. She was thinking, too, of her sister. What would Ada imagine had happened? She must find time to send Ada a message. If Vera Galloway was in a position to be moved from the hospital, then she might resign her part and go home. She would have to keep out of the way for a bit—out of the way of those who were likely to draw their own deductions from the knowledge that Vera Galloway had a double.




  Jessie was still turning these things over in her mind when the door opened, and a neat-looking maid came in with a dainty breakfast set out on a tray. When this was despatched the maid volunteered to help her to dress, from such things as had come from Vera Galloway’s wardrobe. But Jessie preferred to dress herself. She managed very well with a plain skirt and a loose fluffy blouse that looked as if it had been made for her. The queen was already up, and would see the young lady at once, the maid said. Not without some feeling of nervousness, Jessie went downstairs.




  She bowed profoundly to the queen, who advanced and kissed the girl.




  “You are my friend,” she said, “my very good friend. Would that I had others like you. We will talk it over presently. Meanwhile, I have many letters to dictate. How fresh and sweet you look! I wonder if I shall ever feel what it is to be young again! Meanwhile, you are to wait here. There is nothing for you to do but to take care of yourself.”




  “Indeed, there is a great deal for me to do, madame,” Jessie protested. “I had meant to be up and doing long before this; it is already 10 o’clock. I have to go to the hospital and see Miss Galloway. She must be removed before the Countess Saens takes any steps.”




  “I had forgotten that,” the queen admitted. “There is so much to be done that one is apt to forget. You will manage that through Dr. Varney, of course?”




  Jessie explained that such was her intention; she meant to go and see Dr. Varney at once. After that she would go to the hospital if necessary. Only it would be just us well if she wore a veil, Jessie thought. There was no reason why the attention of the hospital authorities should be drawn to the likeness between the patient and the visitor. The matter of the veil was adjusted without the slightest difficulty, and Jessie left the hotel.




  Dr. Varney was not to be disturbed, so his man said. It required something very urgent indeed to interrupt the doctor at this hour. Jessie ignored the suggestion, and, pushing by the astonished man walked boldly into the dining-room. Varney was not in the least angry.




  “So it is you!” he said. “I rather expected this. How bright and fresh you look this morning! So you have not had enough of adventures yet? What are you going to do now? Don’t mind my smoking a cigarette, do you? I always do after breakfast. That, between ourselves, is one of the reasons why I don’t allow myself to be disturbed. What is the next move?”




  “To get Miss Vera Galloway home—or, rather, to got her out of the hospital,” Jessie said. “If we don’t, we shall have Countess Saens finding her there. She is certain to call at the hospital some time to-day—probably this morning. If we can be first, well and good. If you can go down with me on pretence of business and profess to recognise Miss Galloway for somebody else so much the better. Then you can say that she is fit to travel, and there is an end of it.”




  The doctor grinned with a comic expression of dismay.




  “Well, you are a nice kind of a young lady!” he said. “A pretty proposition truly to a man in my exalted position! Why, if the truth came out it would ruin me. But I suppose you expect to get your own way. Only you can’t take Miss Galloway home.”




  “I don’t propose to take her home,” Jessie said eagerly. “Lord and Lady Merehaven think that their real niece is staying with the Queen of Asturia for a day or two in the place of an absent woman-in-waiting. To take Vera home would be to spoil everything. Besides, we should have to account in some way for her sprained ankle, and it is quite imperative that nobody should know of that.”




  “What a clever girl you are!” Varney muttered admiringly. “I begin to see what you are driving at. Go on.”




  “There is very little more to say,” Jessie murmured. “I shall pose as a relation of Vera’s—calling myself by my proper name of Harcourt, of course. Dressed in her plain black—or rather in my plain black and veil I shall convey Vera to the queen’s hotel and there change clothes. I shall just walk out of the hotel and vanish for the time being, and there you are! The real Vera will be with the queen. She can nurse her ankle for a day or two, and nobody will be any the wiser.”




  Varney loudly applauded the suggestion. It was just possible, he said, that he was going to get out of it now. If Jessie would go down to the hospital and see Vera Galloway, he would follow after a discreet interval.




  It all fell out exactly as Jessie had hoped. There was little the matter with Vera save for the fact that her ankle was very troublesome, though one of the house surgeons dismissed the idea of the patient being moved for the next day or two. When the discussion was still on Varney came in. He approached the matter in his own quick and breezy fashion.




  “Well, young lady!” he cried. “I thought that I recognised you last night, only I wasn’t sure. Miss Harcourt’s father was an old friend of mine, Cattley. Wants to go home, does she? Well, I don’t see any reason why she should not. Matter of a cab, nothing more. Yes, yes.”




  And Varney moved off as if he had already washed his hands of the matter—a mere incident in the life of a busy man like himself. Jessie hurried on Vera’s preparations with a shaking hand. It was just possible that the Countess might turn up at any moment. But the operation was finished at length, and the cab was ready at the door.




  “Pull your veil down as I have done with mine,” Jessie whispered. “You never know who may recognise you. And now lean heavily on my arm, and walk as if nothing was the matter. Ah!”




  And Jessie drew a sigh of relief once they were safely in the cab. The cab was dismissed in Bond-street under pretext of shopping, and another engaged. It was just as well to take all precautions, Jessie declared. Vera was looking very faint and worn, but she expressed her warm thanks to Jessie.




  “It is really nothing,” the latter proceeded to explain what had happened. “As events turn out, everything is going most fortunately for you. As I have told you, by sheer good luck I managed to escape from Merehaven House without suspicions being excited. Lady Merehaven thinks that you are with the queen and in a very short time you will be with the queen. Then you have only to nurse your ankle and get well. As to me, I am going to discreetly disappear from view for the time.”




  “But you have no money,” Vera protested. “You told me last night that you were desperately placed, and that if it had not been for the money you would not have come to me at all. Of course, that was all nonsense, because you would have done what you did for me to any other poor girl in distress. Perhaps some day I may be able to properly thank you, dear Jessie. But without money!…And I have none.”




  “I am not going to leave London,” Jessie whispered. “I shall be quite safe in my lodgings. And it is very little money I want. What I am looking for is some situation—”




  “Situation!” Vera cried scornfully. “As if I should ever permit you to take a situation again! And what is Ronald Hope thinking about? If he really cared for you—”




  “He really does care for me,” Jessie said with a fine colour. “And if there is any need for you to thank me for bringing Ronald and myself together….But here we are at the hotel.”
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  As it so happened—though as yet the girls were ignorant of the fact—they had no need to be afraid of the Countess Saens for the present. She had been cleverly fooled by a trick, as Lechmere learnt directly he was out of the house after hearing the Countess read her wire to Hunt, of the ‘Mercury.’ Just for a moment Hunt had suspected the King of Asturia of a further act of treachery. But no sooner was he out of the house than Prince Peretori pounced upon him. There was a keen glitter in his eyes.




  “Well?” he asked. “I left you in that place yonder with a purpose. Did my bait take?”




  “Oh, it was you who sent that card, then?” Lechmere exclaimed. “How did you manage to do that?”




  “The idea came to me like an inspiration. We wanted the Countess out of the way, and it seemed to me that I knew the exact plan for doing it. I rushed off to the queen’s hotel, and procured one of her incognito cards to give the thing a real air. Then I forged a message from the king asking the Countess to meet him in Paris to-morrow night. All I had to do was to place the thing in the hands of a district messenger boy, and there you are. The question is, did my bait take?”




  “As the Countess is at present rushing through the pages of Bradshaw, I should say that the bait had taken,” Lechmere said drily. “Our fascinating friend will assuredly be off to Paris by the very first train that is available. Isn’t there an early morning boat? Of course there is, seeing that I have travelled by it many times. The Countess will be off in an hour. We’ll just hang about here and make sure, and then we can go to bed with easy minds.”




  Prince Peretori laughed grimly. He lighted a cigarette, and smoked it with the air of a patient man.




  “We’re not going to bed yet,” he said. “Our task does not even begin till the Countess has gone. I’ll throw myself heart and soul into this business, and I don’t let go now till I see it through. When the Countess has gone, you and I are going to do a little burglary of our own.”




  “What for?” asked Lechmere. “What are we going to gain by a risk like that? Besides, if you are after those Foreign Office papers most assuredly they are not in the Countess’s possession.”




  “No, but they are in the possession of her maid Annette,” was the startling reply. “So I have at length succeeded in astonishing even the stolid Lechmere. My dear fellow, when I went into that house to-night, I found that Annette was entertaining a lover—one Robert, who is unmistakably a gentleman’s servant. We must find out who Robert is, and where he comes from, because he may be very useful to us later on. But Annette has those papers, because I heard her say so. A stupid policeman picked them up, and handed them to Annette without having the least idea of their value. But the girl has, and she proposes to dispose of them for a good round sum.”




  “Then our course is quite easy.” Lechmere said; he had quite recovered from his surprise again. “The Countess will be out of the way for eight and forty hours at least. That gives us ample time to open pour-parlers with the girl for the recovery of the papers.”




  “And perhaps frighten her and arouse her suspicions. How can you and I approach the girl? My own good friend, it seems to me that my own way is the best. Let us get into the house and search for the papers. If they are of the slightest value, the girl has not hidden them in her box. That would be too dangerous a game, and she is clever. What do you say?”




  Lechmere replied that generally he was ready for anything. It was beginning to get light as the Countess, accompanied by Hunt, left the house. She was dressed in black with a dark veil, and she carried a small travelling bag in her hand. It was quite evident that the Countess had given scant attention to her wardrobe on this occasion, as Lechmere pointed out to his companion.




  “Let’s get into the house without delay,” Peretori said. “It’s any odds that her ladyship has not said anything to her servants and that she has not aroused the household. She is in the habit of disappearing from time to time thus when urgent business calls.”




  It proved exactly as Peretori had prophesied. None of the servants were about. On the table in the hall was an open note for Annette saying that her mistress had gone to Paris and that she would wire what time she was coming home again. Lechmere looked a little ironically at his companion.




  “So far so good,” he said. “The coast is quite clear. What do you propose to do next? You can hardly expect me to creep into Annette’s bedroom like a vulgar burglar and examine the girl’s possessions. That is, even if we knew where to look, which we don’t.”




  Peretori shook his head. That was not precisely his way of doing business, he explained. He had a much better scheme than that. He proceeded to the hall door and rung the bell loudly. Lechmere looked at him in blank astonishment. He knew that Peretori was really a man of infinite resources, but his intense love of a practical joke at all times over-ruled all dictates of prudence.




  “Are you mad?” Lechmere cried. “What insane folly possesses you? Why, you will have all the servants in the place down upon you at once.”




  “There is a kind of proverb of yours that says, ‘Let a ball come.’” Peretori smiled. “I beg to remark, my dear friend, that this is not one of my escapades. I’ll give the bell another ring to make sure. Ah, the rats are beginning to stir in the hole at last.”




  Unmistakably sounds of motion overhead came to the ears of the listeners below. A frightened butler in a long coat and carrying a poker in his hand looked over the banisters and demanded feebly what was wrong. A footman or two hovered in sight and there was a glimpse of petticoats hastily donned behind.




  “Come down here at once all of you.” Peretori commanded. “This is a pretty thing. I come here to bring back a little ornament that the Countess lost to-night and I ring the bell and nobody even takes the trouble to reply. Then I make the discovery that everybody is in bed. I also make the discovery that the front door has not been fastened up, leaving the place absolutely to the first burglar that comes along. I may be wrong, but it seemed to me that somebody crept into the house as I came up the steps. It is important that the house should he searched. Put the lights up everywhere. I will go to the top of the house and guard the fanlight leading to the roof. Now get about it at once.”




  Nobody demurred, nobody ventured to ask questions. There was an air of command about the speaker that showed him as one accustomed to be obeyed. His face was very stern, but he winked at Lechmere as he proceeded to make his way up the stairs. It was a fairly long search, for the suggestion of a possible burglar in the house had given the shock of alarm that such a suggestion always produces in the women kind and they were loud in the determination that the men should search everywhere.




  “And we can lock up after the kind gentlemen have gone,” Annette proclaimed. “See here, is a letter from my mistress addressed to me. She has gone off to Paris suddenly by the early boat. It is one of the eccentric expeditions that the Countess loves. Has anybody searched the basement?”




  Nobody had searched the basement for the simple reason that nobody cared to face the task.




  “Begin at the bottom and work up,” suggested Lechmere with cynical amusement. “If there is a man here he can’t possibly escape you if that system is adopted, as my friend guards the exit to the roof.”




  “Which is immediately above my bedroom,” Annette said with a shudder. “Parbleu, we might have all been murdered as we lay asleep. Let the men look everywhere.”




  It was presently borne in upon the men servants that nobody was in the house, so that their courage rose. They no longer hunted in couples. They were near the top of the house now, they were quite certain that nobody was about when Peretori descended.




  “It was either a false alarm or the man got away by the skylight,” he said. “Did I understand someone to say that the Countess was not returning to-night? In that case you had better see that the door is properly fastened after this gentleman and myself have gone. Good-night to you all. I will say nothing of this to the Countess, if you promise to be more careful in the future.”




  The big door closed behind Peretori and Lechmere and was properly secured this time. Lechmere turned to his companion and demanded to know what it all meant.




  “Well, I think that is pretty plain,” Peretori said. “Our way lies together, does it not? And I confess that I am most terribly sleepy. Oh. yes, as to my scheme. Well, I wanted to get a good idea of the servants’ quarters, and where Mademoiselle Annette slept. Mightily snug quarters these maids get in these good houses. And Annette is no exception to the general rule.”




  “Yes, but you did not find the papers I suppose?” Lechmere asked with some impatience.




  Peretori paused to light a fresh cigarette. His face was quite grave though his eyes danced.




  “Not quite.” he said. “The maid was a bit too quick for me. But the papers are hidden behind a plaster cast of the Adoration of the Magi high up on the left-hand side of the bedroom. I have said it.”
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  With all her loyalty and determination in the interests of her new friend. Jessie could not help a sigh of relief once Vera Galloway was safe in the shelter of the queen’s hotel.




  After all said and done, the events of the previous night had been exceedingly trying, and Jessie was feeling in need of a rest. Vera Galloway did not fail to notice this.




  “It is impossible for me to properly thank you,” she said in a voice that was very unsteady. “What I should have done without you, goodness knows. By this time the man I love would have been ruined. Charlie Maxwell would never have been able to hold up his head again. Oh, if only I had not lost the papers!”




  “They will be found,” Jessie said. “I feel quite sure they will be found, and you will regain possession of them. At any rate the countess is powerless for present evil. Everything is against her.”




  The queen came into the room at the same moment. She was kindness itself to Vera, though her face had its sternest expression. She held in her hand a copy of the ‘Mercury.’ She had been reading the sensational interview carefully. Never had there been a more daring or outrageous plot. And thanks to the courage and promptitude of Lechmere it had failed.




  “This thing is infamous, daring to a degree,” the queen ‘said. “But fortunately the ‘Herald’ comes to our aid. And the king is already on his way to Asturia. It is only the matter of those papers….Vera, I suppose I must forgive you for the trick you played on me.”




  “It was in a good cause,” Vera smiled faintly. “You see, there were complicating interests..And yet they were absolutely identical. I wanted to save Charlie and you at the same time, and but for a most distressing and unforeseen accident I should have done so. But what a perfect substitute I left behind me. Could any other girl possibly have behaved like Jessie Harcourt?”




  The queen forgot her anger and distress for a moment. A little time later and Jessie was walking to her lodgings, her ears tingling with pride and pleasure. She was never going to want a friend again; the way was rosy before her for the future. Ada’s pale anxious face brightened and her eyes filled with tears as Jessie came in. It had been an anxious time for Ada.




  “You look so strong and happy and yet so tired.” she said. “Sit down in the armchair and tell me everything. There is something about you that suggests adventure. But you have not failed.”




  No, Jessie had not failed, she explained. She told Ada everything from beginning to end; she had to answer a thousand eager questions. When she mentioned the name of Ronald Hope Ada smiled demurely. That was the best news of it all.




  “I am glad you and Ronald have met again,” Ada said, quietly. “We ought never to have left the old home without writing to him. It has been on my mind to do so frequently, but I thought perhaps that you would not like it Jessie. Now you are going to sit there and rest whilst I run out and get some paints for those Christmas cards. I have been so miserably anxious about you that I dared not go out before. The walk will freshen me up.”




  Jessie nodded lazily. A delicious sense of fatigue stole over her. Her eyes closed and she fell into half-sleep. When she came to herself again Ronald was bending over her. Her face flushed as he stooped down and pressed his lips to hers. Perhaps she had been more guarded had she not been taken by surprise, for she returned the pressure.




  “That was not fair,” she said, with a trembling smile “You caught me unawares. Ronald.”




  Ronald coolly took a seat close to Jessie’s side. He took her hand in his, and it was not withdrawn.




  “It isn’t as if you didn’t love me,” he said. “You know perfectly well that we always cared for one another. And you would not have kissed me if you had not loved me, Jess. Why you disappeared in that strange manner I never could understand. What difference did the fact make that your poor father had left you penniless? I knew that he was a poor man and that I had nothing to expect but your dear self, and you were quite aware of it. Then when I go to India you disappear and I don’t hear any more of you till rumours reach me of the goddess in Bond-street. Jess, you are never going to run away from me again?”




  “It does not seem so,” Jessie said demurely, “especially if you hold my hand and my waist as tightly as you are holding them at the present time. But seriously, Ronald—”




  “That’s the way to talk, seriously. Seriously, my darling Jess, don’t you love me?”




  “I love you with my whole heart and soul, Ronald,” Jessie whispered. “I never realised how much I loved you till we came to be parted and I thought that I had lost you for ever. This time yesterday I was one of the most miserable girls in England, now I am one of the happiest.”




  “And you are going to marry me right away, dearest?” Hope whispered. “A quiet wedding.”




  “Presently,” Jessie smiled. “Not so fast, if you please. I have my new friends to think of. I can’t forget that but for them I might never have seen you again, Ronald. Till that business is finished I am not a free agent. Even at the present moment I am in danger of being arrested on a charge of stealing some papers from the residence of Countess Saens.




  “But, my dear girl, you never so much as saw those confounded papers.”




  “That does not make the slightest difference. The papers were stolen from the residence of Countess Saens by a young girl answering to my description, and dressed exactly as I am dressed at the present moment. If I was confronted now with the Countess’s maid Annette she would identify me as the thief.”




  “The real thief being Miss Vera Galloway all the time, Jessie.”




  “Of course she is. But could I say so? Could I in my own defence go into the witness-box and tell the story of my bold impersonation of Vera Galloway so that she could be free to regain those papers? Why, by so doing we admit the existence of the papers that we deny existence to at all. If any scandal arises over them I shall have to bear it alone. Vera Galloway’s share must not even be suggested. It must be assumed that I traded on my marvellous resemblance to Vera to obtain certain things from the countess.”




  “But this is monstrous,” cried Ronald. “If it came to a matter of imprisonment—”




  “I should go through with it if it did,” Jessie declared quietly. “At least I should do so until it was safe to have the truth out. Countess Saens is a bitter foe when—”




  “Who can do you no harm,” said Ronald. “At present she is on her way to Paris. She has been lured there by a dexterous trick to keep her out of the way.”




  “But she might have put the matter in the hands of the police before she left?”




  “Perhaps so. I had not thought of that, Jessie. It behoves you to be careful. If any attempt was made to arrest you—but I dare not think of it. If danger threatens go back to the queen. She can help you if anybody can. Hullo, here is Ada.”




  Ada’s reception of the visitor was flattering enough. She was delighted to see Ronald again. She was almost tearfully glad to find that Ronald and Jessie had come to an understanding. But all the same, she confessed that she was frightened. A man had accosted her on her way home with an inquiry as to the spot where Miss Jessie Harcourt lived. He had a parcel in his hand, and came from the shop of Madame Malmaison. It appeared that Jessie had left some of her possessions behind, and the messenger was anxious to deliver it.




  “And I don’t believe that he was a messenger at all,” Ada said breathlessly. “He was far too prim and dark. He gave me an impression of Scotland Yard. Of course I pretended to know nothing, but I was frightened. Go and see what you think, Ronald. He is in Seymour-street; he has a box under his arm.”




  Ronald departed hastily. He came back a little time later with a grim face and an uneasy air.




  “I am afraid that Ada is right,” he said. “The fellow has police force written all over him. I suppose the police are following up the inquiries they made last night. You must go back to the queen without delay, Jess. I fancy I have managed it. I see that there is a way out of this block of rooms in Dean-street. Go down there and stand in the doorway. Presently I shall pull up with a cab just for a second, and you are to jump in. Don’t lose any time. If you are arrested many questions will be asked, if you can tide over the next day you may escape altogether. I’ll see what Lechmere can do.”




  Hope bustled away, and a little time later Jessie crept down the stone stairs leading to Dean-street. She had not long to wait there, for presently a cab drove up, and Ronald looked anxiously about. Like a flash Jessie was across the pavement and into the cab.




  “Saved this time,” Ronald muttered. “I shall leave you in Piccadilly to go back alone. Glad to see that you took the precaution to veil your features. After I have left you I’ll go as far as Lechmere’s rooms. I daresay we can beat those people yet.”
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  But meanwhile Lechmere had not been idle.




  His steady-going brain had not failed to see the danger arise after the matter of the Countess’s burglary had come into the hands of the police. And he seemed to fancy that he had discovered a way out of the difficulty. After a message to Scotland Yard making an appointment an hour later at the house of Countess Saens he had proceeded to the queen’s hotel. He was a little disappointed to find that already Jessie had departed some short time.




  He was about to go off in search of Jessie when she returned with her story. Lechmere smiled with the air of a man who holds the key to the situation.




  “You need not be in the least alarmed,” he said “Hope was quite right when he suggested that perhaps I could help you in the matter. Not only am I going to help, but I am going to put you a long way out of the reach of the police. We are going as far as Countess Saens’ house.”




  “I am!” Jessie exclaimed. “Why, the mere fact of my being there face to face with the Countess—”




  “My dear young lady you are not going to be face to face with the Countess. She has gone abroad. You will go with me in a cab, you will keep your veil down and you will wait in the drawing-room until I want you. I daresay all this sounds very abrupt, but it is quite necessary. Now come bustle along before other things come to complicate matters.”




  Jessie followed in a helpless kind of way. It seemed to her that she was off on another series of bewildering adventures before the last series was closed almost. But she had her previous experience to keep her courage to the sticking point and Lechmere’s face gave her confidence. “When am I going to get out of this coil?” she asked with a smile.




  “You are going to get out of it very quietly,” Lechmere said gravely. “And after that you are going to marry my young friend Ronald Hope, whom I regard as a very lucky follow. When the tangle itself is likely to end. Heaven only knows. The best thing that could happen to the Queen of Asturia would be the death of the king. She would know what peace meant then and the removal of the king by natural means would enable Europe to interfere and so check the designs of Russia. But here we are.”




  The cab stopped at length and the occupants alighted. At Lechmere’s bidding, Jessie raised her veil.




  “The Countess is not at home?” Lechmere asked the footman. “How annoying. It is rather an urgent and private affair that Miss Vera Galloway desires to see your mistress upon. But perhaps Annette the maid will be able to answer a few questions for me. Shew us into the drawing-room and send Annette to us there.”




  The footman bowed and showed no signs of astonishment. He was too used to strange requests and equally strange visitors to that house. He led the way gravely enough upstairs and announced that he would at once send for Annette to see Miss Galloway.




  “So far, so good,” Lechmere muttered. “I shall want you to see Annette a little later on, Miss Harcourt, but for the present I shall be glad if you will take your seat in the little inner drawing-room. It is just as well perhaps that you should overhear all that is said.”




  Jessie asked no questions, but she could not altogether repress a natural curiosity to know what was going to take place next. From where she was seated she had a perfect view of all that was going on in the large drawing-room without being seen herself. Annette came in quite self-possessed and just a little demure in the presence of the tall grey-faced stranger.




  “I was told that Miss Galloway was here, M’sieu,” she said, “It strikes to me, M’sieu—”




  “As a matter of fact Miss Galloway is not here at all,” said Lechmere coolly. “This is another young lady whom you will see all in good time, but not quite yet. I had no desire to arouse the curiosity of your fellow servants. The footman, for instance, who is a very good-looking fellow, may be a lover of yours. Ah, so there has been tender passages between you?”




  “M’sieu is a gentleman and cannot be contradicted,” Annette said demurely. “If you say so—”




  “Oh, well. That is bad hearing, I am afraid you are a sad flirt. What a dreadful tragedy might be precipitated here, if this thing came to the ears of your devoted Robert.”




  Annette changed colour and the smile died out of her eyes? She looked quite anxiously at the speaker.




  “Listen to me,” he said sternly. “I am disposed to help you and shield you if you help me. If we make a kind of compact together I will say nothing about those champagne suppers and I will keep my own counsel over certain important papers that may later on be sold for a good round sum—a sum so big in fact that Robert and yourself will be able to take a boarding-house. Where was it that you preferred the establishment? Ah, I have it—in Brook-street.”




  All the blood left the listener’s cheeks; the audacious expression faded and left her eyes cloudy and troubled.




  “M’sieu is too clever for me,” she whispered. “What do you want me to do?”




  “Very little. It is about a robbery here. Now it is positively absurd that Miss Galloway could be the thief as you suggested. You smile; you fancy that perhaps Miss Galloway has a double. Now it all rests on you to say whether that double is the proper person or not. If she was produced by the police and you said it was not the lady who surprised you last night why there would be an end of the matter—for you and Robert.”




  A look of quiet cunning intelligence flashed across Annette’s face.




  “It is plain what you mean,” she said, “I quite understand. I am brought face to face with the young lady and I stare at her again and again. I study her with a puzzled frown on my face—like this—and then I say that it is not the person. I am absolutely certain of my facts. She is different; the eyes are not the same colour. I know not what the eyes and hair of your friend the young lady are like, but whether they are like the missing thief’s are different. See, M’sieu?”




  “I see perfectly well, Annette,” Lechmere smiled. “You see that man loitering on the other side of the road? Fetch him up here and say that Mr. Lechmere is waiting. He is a leading official at Scotland Yard, and I am to meet him here by appointment. Oh, by the way, where is your Robert to be found?”




  “Guards Buildings,” Annette whispered. “He waits on the second floor gentleman there. But you will not—”




  “No, I will not,” said Lechmere, passing his hand over his face to hide a smile, for he had made a further discovery. “Play your part properly and I will play mine. And now go and fetch Inspector Taske here and say that I am waiting for him.”




  Inspector Taske came up and Lechmere conducted him into the small drawing-room. At a sign from him Jessie raised her veil. She began to understand what was coming.




  “This is Miss Jessie Harcourt,” said Lechmere, “daughter of my old friend Colonel Harcourt. It has been suggested that Miss Harcourt came here last night and stole certain papers. She only found it out this morning when she—er—came out of the hospital. All this absurd bother has arisen because Miss Harcourt is exceedingly like Miss Galloway whom the maid Annette here stupidly picked out as the thief, picked her out at Merehaven House, mind you, when she was in full evening dress at a party. Then suspicions were directed to my young lady friend here, forsooth because of the likeness, and she is being tracked by your fellows, Taske. There is a strong light here and I am going to settle the matter once and for all. Now, Annette, look very carefully at this lady and say if you have ever seen her before.”




  Jessie bore the scrutiny more or less firmly and haughtily because she herself had never seen Annette’s face before. Everything depended upon the girl’s reply. Her examination was long and careful, as if she did not want to outrage her conscience in the smallest degree. Then she shook her head.




  “The likeness is great,” she said. “Positively there are three young ladies almost the same. And we make mistakes—and did not you police bring a man all the way here from Australia the other day on a charge of murder only to find he was the wrong person? And he had been sworn to, ma foi. Therefore it behoves me to be careful. All the same, I can speak with confidence. If it were dark I could say that here was the thief. But in the daylight, non. Her eyes were dark, the hair very rich brown. And here the eyes are grey and the hair a lovely shade of gold. This is not the lady.”




  The Inspector turned slightly on his heel as if he had heard quite sufficient.




  “This ends the matter,” he said. “I am sorry that Miss Harcourt has been molested and I will see that she is not further annoyed. I wish you good morning, sir.”




  The Inspector departed and at a sign from Lechmere, Jessie followed. Annette bowed demurely, but the smile on her face vanished and her eyes grew troubled as she found herself alone. Down in the street the newsboys were shouting something. Lechmere listened eagerly to hear:—




  “Alarming railway accident near Paris. Break-down of a special train. Suspected outrage on the part of the French Anarchists. Serious accident to the King of Asturia. Special.”
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  Lechmere bought a paper and read the paragraph for himself. It seemed strange that this thing should happen at a time when everybody was talking of Asturia and its rulers. First there was the sensational interview in the ‘Mercury’ to set all tongues talking and then, almost before the public had grasped what had happened, the ‘Herald’ came out with a flat contradiction and a dignified statement to the effect that the ‘Mercury’ had been hoaxed by an impudent practical joker.




  Here was an excellent chance for the evening papers and they did their best to make a good thing of it. But the more things came to be investigated the firmer became the position of the ‘Herald.’ Beyond all doubt the real king had been safe at Merehaven House at the very time when his deputy was closeted with the editor of the ‘Mercury.’




  And now this had come on the top of it all. There was no reason to doubt that the veritable ruler of Asturia had met with an accident, seeing that the ‘Herald’ had proclaimed the fact that he was already on his way to his kingdom. Lechmere shook his head as he read.




  “Is this foul play or another link in the amazing chain?” Jessie asked.




  “I should say foul play,” Lechmere replied. “We have a most dangerous foe to contend with. And at any hazards the king must be kept from reaching his capital just now. I should not wonder it the special train had been deliberately wrecked—”




  “It makes one’s heart bleed for the queen,” Jessie murmured. “It she comes successfully out of this.”




  “She won’t,” said Lechmere curtly. “She is only Asturian by marriage, and the people had never really cared for her, devoted as she is to their interests. They want to get rid of the king. If he abdicates, then Russia comes in. If he were killed at this moment, Russia would still come in. But given a few days longer and Prince Alix will be in Asturia. This is the man the populace want. If they can once proclaim him, Russia is checkmated. You see how things stand?”




  “It would break the heart of the queen,” Jessie said.




  “I think not. She would worry for a time, but her position is intolerable. The present king’s life hangs on a thread; the next plunge into dissipation may kill him. And then Asturia would know the queen no longer. She would marry Maxgregor, who worships the ground she walks on, and for the first time in her life would taste real happiness. And now I shall leave you. It is necessary that I should see Prince Peretori at once.”




  And Lechmere hastened away in pursuit of the Prince. They missed one another by a few minutes, but they met at length. Needless to say, Peretori had heard the news.




  “You can see exactly what has happened,” the latter said. “Countess Saens has gone off in a great hurry to see if she could prevent the king from reaching Asturia. If he reaches his capital what will happen will be this—he will be invited at once to attend a conference and place himself freely and unreservedly in the hands of his Ministers. They will ask him to proclaim his abdication in favour of Prince Alix.”




  “I see,” Lechmere said thoughtfully. “That knocks Russia out. But if the king does not get there at all?”




  Peretori chuckled as if something amused him. “The king is going to get there,” he said. “He will be rather damaged by his accident, but he will get there all the same. I’ll see to that.”




  “If you have some scheme in your mind, I should like to know what it is,” Lechmere said.




  “Not at present, my dear fellow. I did a very foolish thing last night and I am anxious to try and wipe it out. I calculate that I can arrive on the scene of the accident by dark to-night, by using a despatch boat which Lord Merehaven has placed at my disposal. I am going alone and I am going to disguise myself. I may send you a telegram this evening; if I do, hold yourself in readiness to follow me. So far as my cousin and his consort are concerned, Asturia is dead. But it is not going to fall into the lap of Russia all the same.”




  Nothing that Lechmere could say served to break Peretori’s obstinate silence. He had a plan of his own and he was going to carry it out if necessary.




  “Go and see the queen,” he urged, “go and see Maxgregor. Unless I am greatly mistaken in the character of the queen, she is pretty certain to follow Erno. If she does she is equally certain to make a mess of it. She must not go, and Maxgregor must prevent it. Put Maxgregor in a cab if it is possible to move him, and see that he keeps the queen here. Tell Maxgregor that I am going to put the third scheme into operation.”




  “You have seen Maxgregor to-day?” Lechmere asked in some surprise.




  “Yes, I saw him early to-day and talked matters over. He abused me in the most shameful manner, but I had to put up with it. Good bye.”




  Peretori jumped into a passing hansom and was whirled away, leaving Lechmere to his own thoughts. But Peretori’s advice was singularly sound from that usually feather headed individual, and Lechmere decided to go as far as Maxgregor’s at once. Maxgregor was sitting up in bed impatiently fuming over an evening paper which lay propped up before him.




  “This is a nice mess,” he exclaimed. “Of course that special train was wrecked deliberately. Not that it very much matters, seeing that Peretori—but perhaps you have not seen him? You have? Good! Did he send any kind of message to me?”




  “Yes,” Lechmere replied. “He said that he was going to put the third programme into execution.”




  Maxgregor chuckled and his dark angry face relaxed. He managed to crawl out of bed, but he was still, very weak and staggering. He dressed with Lechmere’s assistance.




  “Call a cab and take me as far as the queen’s hotel,” he said. “I must see her majesty alone. It is important that she keep quiet at this juncture. She must be persuaded to drive about and show herself just as if nothing had happened.”




  But there was nothing quiet about the queen as the two arrived at the hotel. She was pacing up and down the morning room, despite Vera Galloway’s efforts to soothe her. The girl lay on a couch, for her ankle was still giving her a deal of pain.




  “So you have managed to come to me, brave heart?” the queen cried, as she held out both hands to Maxgregor. “What should I do without your devoted courage? Are you well enough to accompany me across the Channel? I am going at once.”




  “You are going to do nothing of the kind, madame,” Maxgregor said sternly. “The thing is already in the most capable hands. May I beg a few words in private with you?” The queen led the way into an inner room. Vera turned eagerly to Lechmere. Her face was pale and her eyes were heavy with the tears that she was too proud to let fall.




  “Is there anything fresh to tell me?” she demanded eagerly. “I did not care to mention my private grief before the queen, who has been so good to me. But Charles Maxwell was in that train also. If there has been a bad accident, if it is to be called an accident—”




  “It was no accident,” Lechmere said grimly. “The thing was done deliberately. And we dare not make too many inquiries because it may arouse suspicion. Try and fix your mind on something else. It is just as imperative now as it was yesterday to regain possession of those papers you risked so much to get.”




  “If we could only find them,” Vera sighed. “If we only knew into whose hands they had fallen!”




  “Well, as a matter of fact we do know that,” Lechmere said coolly. “Also we know exactly where they are. And I am going to try and obtain possession of them this very day. The mere fact of those papers coming back into our hands would go far to free Maxwell from suspicion. You follow me?”




  It was quite plain that Vera followed. As much of recent events as he dared Lechmere told her. He would be back in a little time, he said, but meanwhile he was going as far as the house of Countess Saens with the object of having another talk with Annette.




  Lechmere’s mind was perfectly well occupied as he walked along. He had nearly reached his destination when a cab pulled up before the residence of the Countess of Saens.




  A tall graceful figure carefully cloaked and veiled stepped out and darted for the house without paying the cabman. Evidently the graceful figure had taken alarm at somebody in the road.




  “By Jove, it’s me,” Lechmere muttered. “And that was the Countess, for a million. Now what brings her back in a break-neck hurry like this?”
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  Lechmere had plenty of time before him to think out the problem. It would be utterly useless for him to try and see Annette, at any rate for some time to come. There was consolation in the fact, too, that Annette would have no opportunity at present for dealing with the papers. Returned to the hotel, Lechmere found that Maxgregor had succeeded in getting his own way with the queen, who had evidently abandoned the idea of going to Paris. She even seemed quite cheerful and resigned.




  It was quite late in the evening before Lechmere received his message from Peretori. It must have been an expensive one, for it was long:—




  “Come over by the night boat,” it ran. “Accident took place half way between Valais and Paris, near a station called Amiens. Drive there from the junction at Poiteux, and do not let yourself be seen, as Mazaroff is there. Ask for Pierre Loti’s hut, and there await developments. Above all things, take care not to be seen. And I am on my way eastward.”




  The thing was vague and in a way unsatisfactory. There was no news of the king in it, which was bad, as if some tragedy had happened that the sender of the telegram was afraid to put into evidence. And the mention of Mazaroff made matters distinctly worse. That rascal was evidently acting as deputy to the Countess, who had been recalled to England by some urgent business. But perhaps after all she had not crossed the Channel, perhaps she was satisfied to find that the scheme to wreck the special train was certain to prove successful. At any rate, she was back in England, and would have to be watched. The only man who could do that was Ronald Hope. Lechmere found him at length at Jessie’s lodgings talking over matters with her and Ada.




  “I will do anything you like,” Hope said cheerfully. “My mind is quite at rest now that Jessie is free. My dear fellow, you managed that matter very cleverly indeed.”




  “Only a little diplomacy,” Lechmere smiled. “After all said and done, Annette told no lie. Most emphatically she never saw Miss Harcourt in the Countess’s house that night. Keep an eye on that clever lady for me, and carefully report all her doings. As for me, I am crossing the channel to-night, and I may be away for a day or two. And don’t forget one thing—the papers we are looking for are still in Countess Saens’ house.”




  With this significant message, Lechmere departed. The channel passage was right enough, but the trouble to get to Poiteux was immense. The local trains were few and the breakdown of the line seemed to have disturbed everything. It was nearly dark the next night before Lechmere reached the next village. There was an hotel of sorts there, and at first Lechmere considered the advisability of seeking rooms there. But the idea of coming face to face with Mazaroff was not to be thought of. A railway porter offered his assistance and Lechmere gladly availed himself of his help. The accident, so he gathered, had been caused by a defective rail on the track, a sufficiently strange thing, seeing that the line at that point had just been overhauled by the authorities. Lechmere’s guide significantly hinted that the police were not quite satisfied with the explanation, and that one or two suspicious characters had been arrested.




  “Have you any stranger staying here just now?” Lechmere asked.




  “But one, sir,” the porter proceeded to explain. “A gentleman at the hotel. He came here to see the Duc de Mornay, but he is away from here. So the gentleman is staying in the hotel.”




  “Fine man, with a dark moustache and pointed beard?” Lechmere asked.




  The porter intimated that the description was fairly accurate, and Lechmere asked no further questions on that head. He knew quite well that Mazaroff was not far off. But what was the enemy doing here after the desired mischief had been accomplished? There was only one more question to ask. What had become of the King of Asturia? The porter put up his hand with a gesture of impatience.




  “That is the puzzle,” he said. “There were two gentlemen with the King when the accident happened, they are not badly hurt, M’sieu will understand, and they are at two cottages in the village. They are visited from time to time by the gentleman who is stopping at the hotel.”




  “Spy,” Lechmere muttered to himself. “Mazaroff is leaving nothing to chance. As to the King now?”




  “As to the King nobody knows anything,” the porter resumed. “He simply vanished. There are some who say that he was spirited away by anarchists, that the whole thing was a vile conspiracy. The other two gentlemen lay stunned on the ground so that they could see nothing of what was going on. And they are just as puzzled and bewildered over the disappearance of the King as anybody else.”




  Lechmere nodded as if the thing were of the most trivial importance to him, but he was utterly puzzled. What was the motive or the sense in spiriting of the King in this way? If he was dead then the game of the conspirators would simply be played for without any further efforts of theirs. Had the King contrived to escape unhurt, and had he taken this chance to get away from those whom he virtually regarded as little bettor than his gaolers? By this lime he was probably enjoying himself in Paris, heedless of the trouble that he was giving to others.




  Lechmere figured it out that he would have to get to the bottom of this business for himself. He dared not go near either to Maxwell or Alexis for fear of meeting Mazaroff.




  It was imperative that Mazaroff should not know of his presence in the village.




  The only thing to be done now was to settle down in his lodging and keep out of Mazaroff’s way. A clean but frugal meal was provided and despatched, for Lechmere was keen set, and for the most part he did not care what he ate when on expeditions like these. After the meal was done he sat smoking and thinking over the problem. Suddenly it occurred to him that ho had been told by Peretori’s cablegram to ask for the hut of Pierre Loti. Pierre Loti, he found, bore anything but a good character. It was a moot point as to how he got his living, he lived in a hut in the woods close by where the accident had happened, and he had been first on the spot. All this interested Lechmere, and he decided to try and find Loti at once. He had no difficulty in running down his man, who was making hurdles in the wood. He received the advances of the Englishman with evident suspicion.




  “It is no use fencing about like this,” Lechmere said, at length. “I have come all the way from England to see you. I had a telegram asking me to do so. Do you understand?”




  The man nodded and blinked slowly. His cunning little eyes were turned on Lechmere’s face. He took from his pocket a dirty piece of paper, and proceeded to spell out some rude signs there.




  “I have a friend,” he said, “a gentleman who has been very good to me. He was with me in my hut last night. And before he went away he said that very likely a gentleman would come from England to see me. And he said that the gentleman’s name began by a certain letter. Would M’sieu be so good as to suggest what that letter is likely to be?”




  Lechmere was on the right track at last and could afford to be patient. He smiled at this caution.




  “I should say it would be the letter L,” he said, “followed by Lechmere. Is that good enough for you or do you want further proof?”




  “That is exactly as it should be,” Loti said approvingly. “Lechmere is the name. Now, sir, I was close by when the accident happened yesterday. It was I who helped the wounded people out. The driver and his assistant were killed. One gentleman was unconscious and the other had a little sense left. He asked me to take care of the third gentleman, to get him away, in fact, and say nothing to anybody till the signal came. Only he wanted my name. Then this gentleman he failed also, and a little time later people came on the scone. I carried away the one gentleman to my hut, and said nothing of it to anybody till another gentleman came along. He was the gentleman who was kind to me, and told me that a friend of his called Lechmere would come along presently and reward me. I shall have to be rewarded, for I am doing what in the eyes of our law is a crime—”




  “You need not worry in the least about your reward,” Lechmere said, impatiently. “Take me to your hut and let me speak to the person you are hiding there.”




  “Let him speak to you?” Loti said with widely open eyes. “I do not understand. You do not understand. But come this way. I keep my lips sealed, and I say nothing to anybody. It is a dangerous position, but money can accomplish most things. This way, sir. I will see that you are not followed, for there are dogs about with sharp noses. This way.”




  The hut was reached at length, the door closed cautiously. In a little lean-to shed was a heap of straw, and this straw Loti proceeded to remove with a careful hand.




  “Look down,” he whispered. “Look down and see if you have over seen him before.”




  Lechmere started back surprised and dismayed, almost unnerved for the moment. For the dead white face looking so calmly up at him was that of the ill-fated King of Asturia!
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  There lay the body of the King or Asturia without a doubt. The first painful shock of surprise over, Lechmere was his cool prudent self again. He knew that Loti was watching him, so it behoved him to be careful. He bent down and made a long examination of the body. He would have given much at this moment for a few words with Peretori, but the latter seemed to have vanished and apparently had repudiated any further responsibility after sending the telegram. But then perhaps Peretori was playing some game of his own.




  “Do you know anything about this gentleman?” he asked of Loti. The ragged peasant shrugged his shoulders indifferently. Obviously the man had no suspicions that he was so closely on the fringe of an international tragedy. He was quite sure that the disaster to the special had not come about by accident, and he murmured something about socialists. So long as he was well paid for what he was doing, his services could be relied upon.




  “There is more money for you here.” Lechmere said, placing the soundest argument before the peasant, “if you are silent. If you go to the police now they will ask awkward questions. And they will pay you nothing. Can you procure a plain coffin and convey the body by road to, say, Amiens? Only the coffin must be packed in another case so as to disguise what it is, and I will give you the name and address whereby I can pick up the case to-morrow. If you can do this thing for me I will pay you no less a sum than two thousand francs.”




  Loti’s eyes gleamed. Such a sum was beyond his wildest dreams. It would make him independent for the rest of his life. He nodded eagerly.




  “Well, that is settled,” Lechmere proceeded. “Listen. Later on in the day I will give you the address to be placed on the case. Bring me back the receipt from the railway people at Amiens and the money is yours in cash, so that no suspicion need be excited. I will meet you here to-morrow at the same time. You quite understand?”




  Loti nodded, his eyes were gleaming like stars. It was obvious that he understood perfectly. Lechmere made his way back to the cottage where he had obtained shelter, and there wrote a long letter to the head of the police in Paris. This he despatched by special parcel, so that it would be delivered in the course of the afternoon. He waited till dark before setting out with the object of seeing Maxwell and Alexis. There was considerable danger in this course, seeing that Mazaroff was close at hand, and, above all things, Lechmere had no idea of being seen by the Russian.




  That the train had been deliberately and wantonly wrecked with a view to preventing the journey of the king to Asturia, Lechmere knew quite well. To further their own design these people had taken no heed of human life, they had stopped at nothing. And yet their plan had not been carried out quite so successfully as they had hoped, though a great meed of triumph had been theirs. No doubt Mazaroff was hanging about the neighbourhood to report progress. But Mazaroff would be puzzled and rendered somewhat uneasy by the strange disappearance of the king. That he was dead the Russian could not possibly know, or he would have visited Pierre Loti.




  All these things Lechmere turned over in his mind as he made his way after dark to the cottage where Maxwell was lying. The primitive peasants who gave him shelter had already retired to bed, but the door had not been fastened, possibly to permit of the visit of the doctor. Lechmere cautiously opened the door and looked in. The common sitting room of the family had been divided by a couple of sheets over a clothes-horse, and behind this Lechmere guessed that the patient lay, from the smell of carbolic on the sheets. Lechmere secured the door as a means of precaution, and passed behind the sheet. As he expected, Maxwell, lay there.




  His face was terribly bruised and battered, but the restless motion of his limbs testified to the fact that the nervous vitality was not greatly impaired. Maxwell opened a pair of languid eyes as Lechmere touched him on the shoulder.




  “Go away,” he said. “Why do you bother? There is nothing much the matter with me if I were not so terribly sleepy. I can’t get my head right. I don’t know what that peasant fellow is doing? I gave him all the money I had, too. What’s the matter?”




  Maxwell’s eyes suddenly changed. He identified Lechmere with a smile of pleasure.




  “I felt quite sure that you would turn up,” he whispered. “Was I successful? Did I baffle them? But you don’t know anything about that or about the king—”




  “Indeed I do.” Lechmere hastened to reply. “I know everything. The king is dead, because I have seen his body. And by this time the little plot has been successful. The king has not returned to his capital, and it will be understood by his people that he has taken advantage of the accident to go off on one of his dissipated excesses, and the revolution will be in full blast.”




  “But those people don’t know that the king is dead?” Maxwell asked, eagerly.




  “They don’t. You worked that business very cleverly, and Peretori must have been pretty near, for he sent me a cablegram telling me what to do. I found your Pierre Loti. He showed me the body of the king covered with straw in his cottage. Did you manage all that?”




  “I did,” Maxwell said, not without a smile. “When the accident happened it came to me like a flash that the whole thing had been brought about by design. Our carriage was literally smashed to pieces, and we were thrown on the permanent way. The engine-driver and stoker were killed, so I and Alexis managed to stagger as far as the engine. The king lay perfectly motionless, and I felt that I was going to collapse. It was at this point that Pierre Loti came up. I gave him all the money I had in my pocket to get the king out of the way and say nothing till he heard from me again. I should say that he has obeyed instructions.”




  “To the letter,” Lechmere said. “The king is dead; he must have been killed on the spot. I compliment you sincerely on the manner in which you contrived to keep this thing a secret. So long as the foe are in ignorance of the full measure of their success we have a chance. And I have made arrangements for the king to be conveyed to England secretly. Mazaroff is still hanging about here on the off chance of picking something up.”




  “Which he will not do. But what has become of our new ally, Peretori?”




  “That I can’t say,” Lechmere replied. “Though I have a pretty shrewd idea. But it is useless to speak of that just now. What does the doctor say is the matter with you?”




  “Shock, and yet I feel quite well at times. I can’t keep my eyes open. I have the strange sensation of being drugged. I am so thirsty that I have to have a big jug of lemonade always by my side as you see. I am as tired as a dog again now.”




  And Maxwell closed his eyes. There was the sound of a step outside the cottage and the door opened very cautiously. With a sudden instinct Lechmere passed at the back of the sheets into the glow beyond just in time to avoid Mazaroff, who the newcomer was. Holding the sheet slightly back, Lechmere could see distinctly what was taking place. He saw Maxwell lying as if in a heavy sleep; he saw the sinister smile that came over Mazaroff’s face. The longer the protectors of the absent king lay there helpless so much the better for Mazaroff and his party. The Russian took a little bottle from his pocket and proceeded to drop a few spots from it into Maxwell’s lemonade. With the same sinister smile on his face he crept away in the direction of the door. Was he carrying on the same game with Alexis, Lechmere wondered, or was some confidante doing the work?




  Lechmere looked grim rather than angry, as he followed the Russian into the open air. He was going to see if the experiment was destined to be repeated on Alexis. It would be the last time, Lechmere told himself, for he had that morning put a spoke in Mazaroff’s wheel which ought to stop the coach at any moment. Near the little village hotel to which the Russian made his way two official-looking men were standing, a blue paper in the hand of one of them. One of them stepped up and bowed profoundly.




  “Prince Mazaroff,” he said. “Surely I have the honour. Ah, I thought so. You will consider yourself my prisoner in the interests of the Criminal Department of Paris. It is the warrant that I hold in my hand. You will have to come with me to Paris.”




  Mazaroff swore and threatened. He would like to know something of the charge. As the charge was read over his bluster and threats subdued to a little cry of dismay.




  “It is a case of mistaken identity,” he said. “Where are you going to take me? To Paris? It is very unfortunate, but circumstances are too strong for me, and I yield.”
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  Mazaroff was disposed of at any rate for the present. Lechmere’s letter to the Chief of the Police in Paris had not been futile. He was pretty well posted with the life story of the man who called himself Prince Mazaroff, who, in point of fact, was one of the greatest scoundrels of his time. Under another name the French police had long wanted him for an old offence, and Lechmere had been in a position to supply the missing details and facts for identification. Besides, the head of the Paris police was an old acquaintance of Lechmere’s, and valued his opinion highly. Thus it was that no time was lost in tying Mazaroff by the heels after receipt of Lechmere’s letter. Mazaroff was a cunning enough scoundrel, but he had more than his match in the old queen’s messenger. The coast was quite clear now.




  Nothing was in the way of taking the body of the unfortunate king back to England. Nobody must know that he had died, at least not for the present. The secret was valuable for the moment. Of course, the queen must be told and General Maxgregor, but nobody else. It was early the next morning that Lechmere saw both Alexis and Maxwell, and found them going on well. He explained briefly to both what had happened.




  “You will both be about again in a day or two,” he said. “Meanwhile it exactly suits the position of affairs for you to be here as invalids who are incapable of seeing anybody. But I have arranged with the doctor to keep the gentlemen of the pencil at bay. You know nothing, you are capable of no opinion, you are utterly indifferent as to what has become of the king. Obviously he has escaped somewhere, or his body would have been found. I fancy you understand.”




  There was no reason to repeat the question. With an easy mind Lechmere made the best of his way back to London. With the aid of a few cigars he worked the matter out to the end. He could see his was to damp the pretty scheme of Countess Saens and also regain possession of those papers. Nor would he show his hand in the matter at all.




  The thing would cause a little sensation in London, perhaps, there would be complications partaking of an international character, but there it would end.




  Lechmere drove straight with his gruesome burden to the rooms occupied by General Maxgregor. He found the latter considerably better and ready for work again. The flesh wound in the old soldier’s shoulder had quite healed up, that fine constitution made little of the loss of blood.




  “The very man I have been longing to see,” Maxgregor cried. “When I heard that you were not in London, I felt sure that you were following that strange matter up. Was it an accident?”




  “Of course not,” Lechmere said with fine contempt. “Did you suppose for a moment that it was? The thing was planned and accomplished by Mazaroff. Who his confederates were does not matter for the moment. At any rate he managed it. It would never do to let the King reach Asturia. But there was one thing they did not reckon on—the disappearance.”




  “The luck that ever follows the foolish,” Maxgregor growled. “The only man uninjured. He takes the first opportunity to get away from his gaolers. In his callous way, heedless of the fact that they are badly hurt, he takes a carriage and goes to Paris. He has no money, but the King of Asturia can always raise that in the French capital. Am I right?”




  “No, you are quite wrong,” Lechmere said gravely. “The king is dead. I have his body with me at the present moment. Mind you, nobody knows anything about it. But perhaps I had better explain to you how we managed to keep the tragic affair a secret.”




  Maxgregor listened eagerly to Lechmere’s story. His grave face was tinged with deep melancholy.




  “That is very sad,” he said. “It will be a dreadful blow to the queen. After all she has gone through and suffered it will break her heart to know that Asturia will fall to Russia in spite of everything.”




  “Asturia is not going to fall into the hands of Russia,” Lechmere said drily “Cunning as those people are, we are going to be one too many for them. After all said and done, nobody outside our little circle knows that the king is dead. I will explain presently. Meanwhile the king must be buried. We must get a certificate without delay. When the time comes the story can be made public.”




  “It will be difficult to get a certificate from an ordinary doctor,” said Maxgregor.




  “I grant your point, my friend. But we can get a certificate from Dr. Varney, who attended the king on and off for years during the time he visited London. And Varney often warned the king that any shock might be his end. I should say that he died of the shock. Any way, we’ll get Varney in and ask his opinion. Have you a room that you can spare? If so we will complete my gruesome task and lock the body carefully away. Get your man off the premises.”




  The whole thing was managed at length, and a little later and then Varney came in. He made a long and careful examination of the body before he gave his verdict.




  “There is nothing broken,” he said. “The cause of death has nothing to do with violence. Of that I am certain. This sudden fright, acting on a heart all to pieces and nerves like brown paper, did the mischief. The shock stopped the heart, and the King of Asturia died. There is nothing to prevent my saying that I was called in here to see the body of the King of Asturia, and that I certified that shock was the cause of death. I am so sure of it that even had the patient been a common man I should have certified that there was no cause for an inquest.”




  “So that we may get the body buried without delay?” Maxgregor asked.




  “Well, I should say not,” the cautious Varney said. “I am perhaps stretching a medical point, and I do not want to get myself into further trouble. For political reasons we do not want the public to know that the King of Asturia is dead. I am prepared to swear as to what killed him. But kings are not buried like ordinary bodies; they are generally embalmed. In the course of a few days the sad news may be made public, and then the body can be taken to Asturia and buried in state. The embalmers need not know of the high rank of their subject.”




  Varney was absolutely right, as Lechmere saw at once. Besides, if his calculations were correct, the sad news would be made public very soon now. People would ask questions, but they need not be answered. There was nothing for it now but to break the news to the queen.




  “I think I’ll get you to do that,” Lechmere said to Maxgregor. “You are such an old friend, and you can speak to the queen in tones that I should not venture to address to her. But it will be all right so far as Asturia is concerned—Russia is going to fail there. And you and I and one or two others will go down to the grave holding one of the most romantic and wildest political secrets that has ever taken place in Europe. Good luck to you, my friend.”




  Maxgregor went off at once to the queen’s hotel. He found her, to his surprise, not in the least gloomy or anxious; on the contrary, there was a fine smile on her face.




  “I have been longing for you,” she said. “If you had not come to me, positively I must have invaded your rooms. Have you heard the good news—I mean the good news of the king.”




  Maxgregor looked with some alarm at the royal speaker. Thoughts of a brain unhinged by trouble rose before him. Evidently the queen had taken leave of her senses.




  “The good news,” he stammered. “Margaret, there is no good news. Somebody has been cruelly deceiving you. You must be prepared to hear that which is bad, very bad.”




  “But the king escaped,” the queen cried. “He escaped from the wrecked train and made his way secretly and swiftly to our capital. It was perhaps the one unselfish and manly action of his life. He was bruised and battered but he was sufficiently himself to meet his ministers. Tomani has cabled me.”




  “Impossible!” Maxgregor cried. “Madame, the king is dead. He was killed in that accident. Mr. Charles Maxwell, though sorely hurt himself, managed to get the body conveyed to a place of safety so that nobody should know, and the body has been brought to England. Mr. Lechmere managed it in the most wonderful way. The body is at present in my rooms safely under lock and key. I have seen it, Mr. Lechmere has of course seen it, and so has Dr. Varney, who is prepared to certify that the cause of death was shock to the system. I came here on purpose to bring you the ill tidings. I pray you be buoyed up with no hopes on such a fallacy as this. If you like to come and see for yourself—”




  The queen passed her hand across her brows in a bewildered sort of way. At the same time she took up a grey cablegram from the table by her side.




  “Listen to what Tomani says,” she cried. “Listen—‘King here safe but knocked about from the result of his accident. Met him myself. Is at present in consultation with ministers. Will let your majesty know result of deliberations as soon as settled. Tomani.’ Paul, what does it mean?”




  But for once in his life General Maxgregor was incapable of reply.
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  Maxgregor made no reply for a moment. It flashed across his mind that some person or persons were playing a cruel hoax on the queen.




  But a moment’s reflection served to show that such a thing was impossible. In the first place the telegram was in the cypher used by the queen in communicating with Tomani, the only really faithful friend she possessed in the councils of the government party of Asturia. And Tomani’s honour was beyond question.




  The queen was first to speak. She crossed over and laid a shaking hand on Maxgregor’s arm.




  “You must be mistaken.” she said. “Unless Tomani—but not for a moment do I doubt him. I trust him as implicitly as I trust yourself. And yet you say—you say—”




  “That the king is dead, madame. The king was killed in the disaster that happened to his special train between here and Paris. Mind you, nobody knows of this with the exception of the faithful few into whose hands you would place your life safely. As a matter of fact the disaster was no accident at all; it was deliberately brought about by Countess Saens and Prince Mazaroff for their own ends. The miscreants disappeared, and I am afraid that we shall not have the satisfaction of laying them by the heels. The driver and stoker of the train were killed, so that it is impossible to obtain their testimony. Captain Alexis and Mr. Charles Maxwell escaped by a miracle, though they are both badly knocked about. It was Mr. Maxwell who saved the situation and contrived to get the body of the king smuggled away.”




  “But the telegram, General, the telegram?” the queen cried. “Tomani says that the king is in our capital closeted with ministers. Perhaps at this very moment—”




  “But, madame, I assure you that the king is no more,” Maxgregor protested. “There is some strange maddening mystery here that will be explained in time. I say the king is dead, if necessary I am prepared to prove that to you. The body was smuggled away so that Russia should have no pretext for interfering. It was essential that they should not know what had happened, for the present at any rate. They must not know till we can get Prince Alix on the scene.”




  “You are assuming a thing that you can prove?” the queen asked, hoarsely.




  “Indeed I am, madame. Try and realise the fact that your sway is ended. It expires with the life of the king, as you know. Therefore, we must put all private feeling aside and strain every nerve to get Prince Alix to Asturia before the Russians learn what has happened. Once Prince Alix is nominated to the succession Russia is powerless. Do you follow me?”




  “I should follow you better it I were certain that you were telling me hard facts, General.”




  “Heaven only knows that I am, madame. That the king is dead is beyond question. Let me finish what I am going to say. I have had everything from Lechmere. He had a mysterious message from Prince Peretori urging him to go at once to the scene of the disaster. He was told to visit the cottage of a certain peasant and give proofs of his identity. There he saw the body of the king hidden away. The body was brought back to England, and at present it is locked in one of my rooms. I have seen it, Lechmere has seen it, so has Dr. Varney.”




  The queen passed her hand across her forehead with a gesture of despair. “It is all bewildering and so confusing, so sudden,” she cried. “You come to me and tell me this a few minutes after the receipt of Tomani’s telegram.”




  “I do not wish to be hard or unkind,” Maxgregor interrupted. “But I must ask you for the present to forget that telegram. That side of the mystery will doubtless be cleared up in time. What most concerns us now is the king and the fact that his death must he concealed from everybody until we have had time to communicate with Prince Alix. Of your dream and mine we can say nothing; that is shattered. Our whole energies too must be devoted to the task of defeating Russia. And the king has to be buried, you understand.”




  “But that cannot be done without necessary formalities,” the queen protested. “In England—”




  “Yes, I know that in England they do things differently to what they do abroad. But most fortunately, we have Dr. Varney on our side. He attended the king, he is prepared to certify that death was the result of a shock, and nothing in the shape of an inquest was necessary. Officially, the doctor is not supposed to know anything about the railway accident. He is not bound to speak of what has happened until officially, you, as royal consort, see fit to announce to the world that King Erno of Asturia is no more. Varney suggests that the body be embalmed and conveyed to Asturia for burial. You see everything plays for our hand if we can only be bold and do not lose our opportunities.”




  The queen made no reply for a little time; she paced up and down the room lost in thought. A kingdom had slipped through her fingers, all her darling ambition had fallen suddenly to the ground. The cup of humiliation was full to the brim and she had to drink it to the dregs. And yet through it all was the consolation that peace and quietness henceforth would be her portion. She had been tried beyond her strength of late.




  “Paul,” she said, with a gentle sweetness that surprised Maxgregor. “I place myself entirely in your hands. I have done more than a woman’s portion, and have failed. The fact that I knew that I should fail from the first does not render my humiliation any the less bitter. The king is dead, and for his own sake and mine I do not regret it. My married life has been a nightmare, and I am glad that it is over. How can I grieve for this thing when I remember what I have suffered? Henceforth I take no part in politics—that is, after we have successfully placed Alix on a firm throne. The people will follow him as they never would have followed me, devoted as I was to their interests. When you came in I was getting ready to start for Asturia. I was going to travel incognito, and let it be understood that I was still in England. And that splendid girl Jessie Harcourt was coming with me. It is just as well that she should be out of the way for some little time, and her courage and devotion are splendid.”




  Before Maxgregor could make any reply, Jessie came into the room. She was quietly dressed in black, and evidently ready for a journey. At the sight of the queen’s pale face and the presence of Maxgregor she started and backed towards the door. The queen detained her.




  “This is no private conversation,” she said, “at least not so far as you are concerned. I should like you to know everything, for I feel how implicitly I can trust you. General Maxgregor brings some startling news. News so strange that I would not believe it for a time. He says the king is dead.”




  “Dead!” Jessie exclaimed. “But that telegram, madame. Surely your friend Tomani—?”




  “Is beyond reproach. Nor can I believe that anybody has obtained access to my private cypher. And yet the king is dead. The General will tell you all about that.”




  Maxgregor reported his story over again, Jessie listening with dilated eyes. How many ages ago, she wondered, since she was filling her dreary routine duties in Bond-street. But she seemed to have left that old life behind her years ago. She was piecing the puzzle together as Maxgregor spoke. At the name of Peretori a sudden light flashed in upon her.




  “Prince Peretori,” she cried. “It was Prince Peretori who sent that mysterious telegram to Mr. Lechmere. Then the Prince must have known all about it, I mean after the accident. And Prince Peretori was the man who impersonated the king for the sake of a bet and then foolishly played into the hands of Countess Saens and the rest of them. It was he who passed himself off to the editor of the ‘Mercury’ as King of Asturia. Surely you can see what has happened.”




  “I wish I did,” Maxgregor muttered. “It would simplify matters wonderfully.”




  “Why, the problem is already solved,” said Jessie. “Prince Peretori was sincerely sorry for the part he had played. He said he would do his best to make amends. Ah, he is far cleverer in his frivolous way than you give him credit for. He foresaw something of this, and hung in disguise on the track of the king. He was not far off when the accident took place. And thus he was on his way when he was assured of the fact that the king was dead. Once more he played the part of the King of Asturia. He made up as the king, he would probably use a few bandages, and a discoloured face so as lo make detection absolutely impossible. The king was expected in his capital, and the prince went there instead. Hence the telegram from Tomani, who had not detected the imposture. By this time you may be sure that Prince Alix is on the spot. It is the old story of the comedy man who comes forward at the crisis and saves the play.”




  “She is right,” Maxgregor shouted. “For a million she has hit the right nail on the head.”
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  There was no reason to say any more. Both listeners felt that the situation was saved; they felt, too, that Jessie was absolutely right. Her logic lacked no force, because it was so clear and simple. The queen paused in her agitated walk and crossed towards the door.




  “That is settled, then,” she said. “My dear friend here has solved the problem. But there is yet much to be done before we are safe and Asturia is preserved from the grip of the wolf. I should like to see the king.”




  Maxgregor had no objection to make. Perhaps on the whole it would be better for the queen to be quite sure that he told no more than the truth. It was a sufficiently sad hour that followed before the queen returned to her hotel again. She was hardly back before Lord Merehaven was announced. His easy air vanished as he entered the room; he looked very old and agitated. There was just a wild gleam in his eyes as his gaze fell on Jessie.




  “I have been hearing strange things, madame,” he said. “My niece has been confessing the truth. So it was this young lady who was responsible for so many of the startling events of the other night. Not that I propose to recognise that I am in any way—”




  “For heaven’s safe, forgot that you are a diplomat and a Minister for once, my lord,” the queen said. “This is a matter that closely touches your personal honour and mine. I beg you to believe that I did not know of the change of identity till this young lady accompanied me here from your house. Surely you must recognise her bravery and courage that she ran all these risks merely to help one whom she had never seen before. It was a strange position for a lady—”




  “An Impossible position for a lady,” Merehaven said drily.




  “I think not,” the queen said, just a little coldly. “It was done on the spur of the moment. If your niece has told you everything, surely you must be aware of that.”




  “My niece has told me everything, madame,” Merehaven went on. “She had planned a desperate enterprise to save the man she loved, and she wanted to so place it that she could leave the house while all her friends could testify that she had not gone beyond the front door. And Vera came very near to success—”




  “Very near to success!” the queen cried. “She did succeed. She obtained possession of those missing papers. It is true that she lost them again, but they passed out of the possession of Countess Saens and thus deprived her of one of her most powerful weapons. The bold attempt to free Mr. Maxwell from blame—”




  “Mr. Maxwell was not in the least to blame, as matters turned out,” Merehaven explained. “Captain Lancing was the culprit all through. Mr. Maxwell was foolish, and his little flirtation with the Countess—which by the way she forced upon him—gave colour to his guilt. It was Maxwell’s wild endeavour to save Lancing that brought suspicion on him, but I shall be able to satisfy Maxwell’s chiefs that he has nothing to ask forgiveness for when the time comes. As a matter of fact, a letter written by Captain Lancing before he committed suicide has come to hand, and he takes all the blame.”




  “But this need not become public property,” the queen said.




  “It is not going to become public property,” Merehaven said. “We shall let the rumour die. We shall assume that the whole thing was merely a foolish newspaper canard. All the same there were papers stolen, and they did pass into Countess Saens’ hands. And Count Gleikstein is acting as if he knew the contents, and as if he had possession of the papers. Probably it is only bluff, but it is giving me a deal of anxiety.”




  “You mean that you cannot feel quite certain whether or not those papers are in the hands of the count or not?” Jessie asked. “He is acting as if he possessed them?”




  “You are an exceedingly clever young lady,” Merehaven smiled. “That is exactly the point. I have a wonderfully shrewd man to deal with, and he is puzzling me utterly. If he has not the papers, and I can prove it, then I can afford to laugh and affect ignorance. Whereas—”




  “Perhaps I had better tell you exactly how things stand,” the queen remarked. “You need not know anything of this officially as yet, but the more fully you are posted the better for your fight with Count Gleikstein. I am going to tell you a story that will astonish you, diplomat as you are.”




  The queen did not boast, Merehaven was unaffectedly astonished, and showed it. He walked up and down the room muttering to himself as he walked.




  “Did ever anybody ever hear anything so amazing,” he said. “If I could only be sure now what has become of those stolen papers. Does anybody guess where they are?”




  “I can’t go as far as that,” Jessie said. “But I can guess who does know. I fully believe that lost secret will be found in the possession of Mr. Lechmere.”




  Merehaven gave a grunt of delight. The moody frown passed away from his face. “You really are a very clever young lady,” he said. “I suppose when the time comes to smoothe out things I shall have to forgive you for the part you have played. But your suggestion as to Lechmere is brilliant, distinctly brilliant. I’ll go to him at once.”




  The early edition of the evening papers was once more full of the affairs of Asturia, and the newsboys were proclaiming the fact as they ran along before Merehaven. It was quite clear from the rumours emanating from the Asturian capital that the enemy had no real grip as yet of the true position of things. King Erno was back again in his capital once more; he had met his disaffected Ministers frankly and openly for once in his life, and he was prepared to place himself entirely in the hands of his advisers. He admitted that he had not been a model monarch in his time, but then, physically and intellectually, he was not fit for so exalted a position. If there was any question of his successor, he should like to name Prince Alix, whom he had every reason to believe was close at hand.




  Merehaven chuckled as he walked along reading all this from a Telephone. Once Prince Alix accepted the successor, Russia would be beaten. And that they should be so innocent as to stand by when, had they known it, all the cards were in their hands was a piece of diplomatic success that pleased Merehaven exceedingly. He even forgot his troubles over those evening papers and the battle with Gleikstein.




  Lechmere was not at home, but he had left directions that if anybody desired to see him particularly he was to be found for the next hour or so at the Orient Club, and thither Merehaven made his way. He found Lechmere reading an evening paper and smoking a long black cigar, as if he were one of the most idle and purposeless men in the world. But as he glanced up at Merehaven’s face he saw that the latter knew everything. He laid his paper aside and drew Merehaven into a corner.




  “I suppose you have heard the amazing story, my lord?” he asked.




  Merehaven replied that he had nothing to acquire in that direction. He plunged immediately into his subject. He could be very direct and to the point if he chose.




  “That is why I came to you,” he said in conclusion. “Is it not possible that you can give me a real helping hand in the direction of recovering those confounded papers?”




  “I think that I can be of material assistance to you, and that before very long,” Lechmere smiled. “I have laid the match to a carefully prepared mine, and the explosion may take place at any moment. You see I take a considerable interest in the career of international adventurers, and the careers of both Prince Mazaroff and Countess Saens interest me exceedingly. I hinted to you that if the Continental police liked to follow certain things up it would be awkward for the lady. As to the gentleman, I gave such information about him as led to his arrest and subsequent detention in Paris. Unless I am greatly mistaken he will not trouble the world much for the next few years. Now it so happens that I also desire to have the Countess Saens out of the way for a space. There are certain possessions of hers that I desire to examine. So I have found the means.”




  “Will that bring those papers into sight, though?” Merehaven asked.




  Lechmere rather thought that it would. He was proceeding to explain when an excited man rushed into the smoking-room evidently primed and bursting with some fine piece of scandal. He pounced upon the two acquaintances in the window as proper recipients of the news.




  “The latest, the very latest,” he cried. “Who on earth would have thought it? A fine woman like that, with a good position and any amount of money. Who do I mean? Why, Countess Saens. Arrested by the police as she was going into her carriage and taken to Bow-street like a common thief. Charged with forgery, or something of the kind. What?”




  Lechmere rose very quietly from his seat and pitched his cigar into the grate. “Come along,” he whispered. “There is no time to be lost. Unless I am grievously out in my calculations those papers will be in your hands before the hour is up.”
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  Lord Merehaven followed Lechmere eagerly down the steps of the club. He was anxious and excited now, as any schoolboy, with the prospect of a last holiday before him. The diplomatist became merged in the mere man. He plied Lechmere, with questions.




  “I think that we had better have a cab,” said the latter. “In the first instance we have to go as far as General Maxgregor’s rooms. After that we will proceed to the residence of Countess Saens. Yes, you are quite right. It was I who supplied the police, with the information that led up to this sensational arrest.”




  “Pity you had not done it before,” Merehaven spluttered, as he jammed his top hat in the door of the hansom. “It would have saved a wonderful lot of trouble.”




  Lechmere demurred. He had known for some time a great deal of the past of the woman who was known to society as Countess Saens. As a matter of fact he had bided his time, little dreaming how soon it would be necessary to make use of his information.




  “I think I told you before who the woman was,” he said. “Or was it General Maxgregor? Anyway, it does not in the least matter. For my part, I rather regret the necessity for putting this woman out of the way. It is far better to keep such people under observation, and thus keep in touch with one’s enemies. But I could see no other way.”




  “But you won’t frighten her into speaking,” Merehaven said.




  “Of course we shan’t. She has too much pluck for that. I want to get her out of the way because it is desirable to search her house for the missing papers without suspicion of our designs. And we are going to find the papers there sure enough.”




  “Surely you must be mistaken,” Merehaven protested. “If the Countess still has the papers, she would have handed them over to Count Gleikstein, who would have made profit over them. She would have given us no quarter like he is doing now.”




  “I did not say that the Countess had the papers,” Lechmere said drily, “I said they were in the house, which is quite a different matter. But here we are at Maxgregor’s.”




  Maxgregor was out as the hall porter-valet Robert told Lechmere. But the latter did not seem in the least disappointed. He proceeded up the stairs to the General’s rooms, intimating that Robert had better follow him. The man did so wondering, but he had no anxiety for himself yet. Lechmere wanted to go into the General’s bedroom; he also wanted to see the suit of dress clothes worn by the General on the night of his return from Lady Merehaven’s reception. With some little demur Robert produced the garments in question from a wardrobe. Lechmere smiled with an air of easy triumph as he produced a flat packet of papers from the dress coat pocket.




  “Exactly as I expected,” he murmured to Lord Merehaven. “This is the dress suit worn by the king when he was smuggled into your house by the queen and her tiring woman on the night of the reception. As I have told you before, Maxgregor escaped in the king’s clothes. In these clothes was the Deed of Abdication ready for signature as handed to the king by Mazaroff. If you will open that packet you will see whether I am wrong or not.”




  Lechmere was not wrong. It was the Deed of Abdication right enough. Very grimly Lord Merehaven placed it in a position of safety. It was a strong weapon that Lechmere had afforded for his next interview with Count Gleikstein.




  “I felt quite certain that we should find it,” Lechmere said. “And now let us proceed a stage further. Where is General Maxgregor’s telephone, Robert?”




  Robert explained that the telephone was in the next room. The servant seemed a little easier in his mind as he led the way to the sitting-room. Then Lechmere closed the door and looked at the man keenly.




  “You are going to do something for me, Robert,” he said. “Be so good as to call up No. 99996 Belgravia. Ah, I see that the number is well known to you. I have every reason to believe that you have called up that number many times before. Now, listen to me, and do exactly what I tell you, or you may make the acquaintance of the inside of a gaol before long. You are going to help me to find certain papers which, though you may not be a party to stealing them, you know all about them and their value and the like.”




  “I am sure that I don’t know what you mean, sir,” Robert said sulkily.




  “Then it will be necessary for me to refresh your memory, Robert. I mean those papers that you were discussing the other night with Annette—the night you had the champagne supper at Countess Saens’ house. The papers returned by the policeman, you know, found by him in Piccadilly. You and Annette were going to sell them and buy a boarding-house In Brook-street with the proceeds. I think it would be far better for you to recollect, Robert.”




  The valet-porter collapsed without further signs of fight. There was nothing of the born conspirator about him. He was no more or less than a tolerably dishonest London servant. He was quite ready to do anything that Mr. Lechmere asked him.




  “Then call up 99006 and ask for Annette,” Lechmere said curtly. “Say that you must see her at once here without the slightest delay. No occasion to explain the reason. Then you can hang the receiver up quietly as if you were cut off, so that the young woman has no time to ask questions. After that you will come with me in my cab. It won’t be gallant conduct so far as Annette is concerned, but I can’t help that. You can make the best of your explanations later on.”




  “What do you want that fellow for?” Merehaven asked, as Robert proceeded to carry out his instructions.




  Lechmere replied that he had no need whatever of Robert’s services, but that he had not the smallest intention of leaving him there to sound the note of alarm over the telephone directly they had gone. Lord Merehaven had not seen this point; it would have escaped him. But Lechmere was not in the habit of leaving his pawns unaccounted for like that. He listened close by the telephone till he heard the small distant voice of Annette saying that she would come round at once, then he jerked up the receiver and rang off connection sharply.




  “Now come along,” he said. “By the time we reach the residence of Countess Saens, Annette will be well on her way here, indeed we shall probably pass her in the cab. For the sake of our friend Robert it will be necessary to take a four-wheeler this time. Come along.”




  Lechmere proved to be perfectly correct as to the meeting of Annette on her way to keep the appointment. The cab pulled up not too close to the Countess’s residence and Lechmere alighted, bidding Lord Merehaven wait until he returned. As he expected, the house was in the hands of the police pending the arrival of the owner’s agent, who had been telegraphed for. The inspector in charge was an old acquaintance of Lechmere’s, and seemed glad to see him.




  “Bit of a sensation, this, Roscoe,” Lechmere said guardedly. “But one never knows, do they?”




  Roscoe smiled with the air of a man who was used to these surprises. He intimated that this was going to be a big business, there would be a formal remand applied for, and after that the foreign police proposed to take a hand in the matter.




  “Have you had the house searched yet?” Lechmere asked, “No? Well, you’d better get a warrant. As a matter of fact the Countess is a brilliant political spy, and there may be things here well worth the inspection of the British Government. Don’t say I didn’t give you the tip. I suppose you don’t mind my going over the house. I may see something worth noting.”




  Roscoe had no objection whatever. Lechmere made an elaborate pretence of inspecting the room, and then he strolled up to the servants’ quarters in a casual way. This was Annette’s room sure enough. Lechmere remembered Peretori’s description well enough to recollect that. And on the wall high up was a plaster cast of a crucifix with a figure extended upon it. Lechmere listened a moment to make quite sure that nobody was about, then he climbed up with the aid of a chair. As he had expected, the back of the cast was hollow and in the cavity was a bundle of papers. Without the slightest feeling of excitement he untied the tape that fastened them, glanced his eyes over the contents, and walked downstairs again. He nodded to Roscoe as he passed out.




  “Nothing so far as I can see.” he said. “Don’t forget to apply for a search warrant.”




  He dismissed the four-wheeler in the street and told Robert curtly to go about his business. He had no further use for the valet-porter. The task was done.




  “Well?” Merehaven asked eagerly, “Well? One can judge nothing from your face.”




  “Good thing for me,” Lechmere said imperturbably. “But what do you think of this? There are your papers.”




  And Merehaven was only too glad to admit that Lechmere was right.
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  It was late the next afternoon before Maxwell arrived in London. He was still feeling ill and shaky, but there was hope in his heart now, for Lechmere’s telegram recalling him had given him reason to believe that everything was perfectly settled. He dressed and walked as quickly as he could to Lord Merehaven’s house. He had been instructed to do so by Lechmere’s telegram. He was a little surprised and confused to find Lord Merehaven shaking him cordially by the hand and inviting him to sit down.




  “Everything has been explained,” Merehaven said. “You were a little foolish, Charles, but I don’t see that you were in the least to blame. We are all foolish where pretty women are concerned. We know now how the Countess tried to drag you into the business, in fact Lancing had left a letter explaining everything, and absolutely exonerating you from all blame. Of course Vera did not know of it when she set out on her dangerous mission, and left that splendid creature Jessie Harcourt to take her place. It does one good to know that this old country can produce such girls. Nobody knows anything, not even as to Lancing’s letter or of the death of the King of Asturia. It is all settled.”




  “Except as to those missing papers,” Maxwell said, suppressing a tendency to laugh hysterically.




  “The papers are recovered,” Merehaven chuckled as he proceeded to explain. “I have seen Count Gleikstein to-day, and I fancy that he will respect me a little more in the future. We have won all along the line. And the news from Asturia is good. Of course we in the secret know how that matter has been arranged—that Prince Peretori played poor King Erno’s part and posed as the king. Everybody believes that Erno has abdicated in favour of Prince Alix, who is in the capital of Asturia, where he was crowned yesterday with the acclamations of the people. Peretori is on his way back to England, and before nightfall the papers will have it that he has reached London. The papers will also say that he went at once to the rooms of General Maxgregor, and that he was looking shockingly ill. All this had been arranged, you understand. To-morrow all London will be grieved to hear that the king passed quietly away in the night at the General’s rooms. That is all right, because the body is there, and Dr. Varney will give the necessary certificate. Those who wish to be sure will see the body for themselves. And I don’t forget how carefully you managed that business, my boy, at a time when you were knocked about in that accident. The thing is a most extraordinary romance, one of the strangest affairs that ever happened in Europe. But Europe will never know it, and the world will be the poorer for one of the finest plays ever left unwritten. I forgot to say that I probably vindicated your character in the House of Lords last night. I stretched my conscience bit, but it had to be done. And now I am going to give you a few days’ holiday. Let me get back to my papers again. Oh, I forgot to say that Lady Merehaven wants to speak to you. You will find her in the drawing-room, I think.”




  Lord Merehaven fairly hustled his young guest out of the room without waiting for any further thanks. His step was lighter and his eyes more sparkling than it had been for some days. All the same, he drew back a little as he saw that Vera Galloway was waiting for him alone.




  “My aunt had to go out,” she said demurely. “She will not be long, Charlie. Oh, my dear boy, how foolish you have been, and how splendidly you atoned for your folly.”




  Charles Maxwell felt his heart beating a little faster. He advanced with hands extended.




  “So you have forgiven me,” he cried. “I had hardly hoped for this, Vera. And yet I did nothing. It was no more than a silly piece of vanity. But when I found that Lancing was in deadly earnest—”




  “I don’t think we need discuss it,” Vera said quietly. “Naturally you took the Countess to be an honest woman; you had no idea that she was a mere adventuress. What started me on the track was a letter which found its way into my hands by mistake. There was no time to lose, but I could not find you. I could not find Captain Lancing also. You see, I dared not take anybody into my confidence, for there was always the chance that you were implicated. Then I thought of what Ronald Hope had said about the shop girl who was so like me—you see I happened to know who she was. The scheme flashed into my mind and I put it into operation at once. I would go and steal those papers because I had a pretty good idea where to find them. I know my way about that house as well as I know about this one. And I was successful beyond my wildest dreams. The rest I have just heard from my uncle. My dear Charlie, what a tale we could tell Europe if we only chose.”




  But Charlie Maxwell refused to say any more about it. He had had a good lesson and he was going to take it to heart. Meanwhile all was well that ended well, he said. It was a very delicious half hour that passed before a footman announced Miss Jessie Harcourt.




  The girls looked wonderfully alike as they stood side by side and Maxwell was fain to admit it. He saw Jessie’s eyes gleam and the colour come into her face as Ronald Hope entered. He advanced at once and shook him cordially by the hand.




  “‘Be you as pure as snow, and as chaste as ice, thou shalt not escape calumny,’” he quoted. “I know there was nothing wrong as far as you were concerned, Maxwell. And Lancing either. They tell me his gambling debts turned his mind, poor fellow. And there were no papers missing after all.”




  “Not as far as I am concerned,” Maxwell said grimly. “The fellows at the club—”




  “Consider that you have been infernally badly treated by a mob of newspaper gossips,” said Ronald. “By the way, there is an exceedingly handsome apology in to-days ‘Mercury.’ Everybody is talking about it. I should let the matter stop there if I were you.”




  Everything fell out exactly as Lord Merehaven had predicted. The evening papers were full of the new Asturian affair. They were glad to find that Russia had been checkmated, and that the appointment of Prince Alix was likely to give satisfaction. They also cherished the fact that King Erno was back in London, and that he was looking very ill. The morning papers got their innings in due course with the announcement that ex-King Erno was dead, and that he had died in the night at General Maxgregor’s rooms. Dr. Varney had given a certificate of death to the effect that his Highness had succumbed to the shock following on his railway accident, and there was no more to be said. The body of the unfortunate prince was going to be embalmed and taken back to his country for burial. Count Gleikstein was puzzled, and felt that he had been in some way outwitted, but there was the corpse of the king for him to see, and there, unfortunately for him, was Prince Alix, apparently firmly seated on the throne of Asturia. It was impossible for the Count at this juncture to hold any sort of communication with either Mazaroff or Countess Saens, seeing that they were both arrested and both had serious charges hanging over them. Russia would have to wait a further opportunity to gratify her designs upon Asturia.




  “What will be the upshot of it all?” Ronald Hope asked Jessie as the two of them strolled in the gardens behind Merehaven House a week later. There had been a small dinner party there, and the ex-Queen of Asturia just back from the burial of her husband had been present. “Where will she end, Jessie?”




  Jessie laughed and coloured as she replied to the question. There was nobody near so that she kissed Ronald.




  “I hope she will end as happily as my trouble is going to end with you,” the girl said softly. “I have seen quite enough of the queen to know where her heart is. I know the temptation that was placed on the shoulders of General Maxgregor that fateful night. He loves the ground that the queen walks on. And she knows it quite as well as I know that you love me, Ronald. She would have kept her secret so long as the throne was fairly under her. But that is all over, and henceforth queen Margaret and Asturia will be strangers. She feels that she has beaten Russia and that the dynasty is safe with Prince Alix. It was a near thing, but between us we managed to win. Thenceforth the queen will be no more than a subject of King Edward here, and her happiness is in her own hands if she chooses to grip it.”




  Jessie’s voice trailed off to a whisper, for at the same moment ex-Queen Margaret came out of the house down the lane with General Maxgregor by her side. They were talking very earnestly, and they passed by the side of the sundial where Jessie had stood not so many nights before waiting for the signal to come. The queen said something in a broken voice, her head dropped, she held out her hand to Maxgregor, who carried it to his lips.




  “So that is settled,” the involuntary eavesdroppers heard him say. “God bless you for those words, Margaret. I always knew that this would come. And if the passing of the years does not bring—”




  There was no more to be heard. Jessie stepped forward and smiled as the queen beckoned her.




  “You look very happy, my child,” she said. “And Captain Hope! Are you very happy, Jessie?”




  “I believe I am the happiest girl in the world,” she said in a voice that thrilled. “Oh, so happy, your majesty. I only wish with my heart that you would be the same.”




  “Do you?” the queen said drily. “It is a secret yet, but—but I am going to… try.”




  THE END
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  Nothing from the hot languid street below but a grumbling, whining voice or two. A mean London street off the river in August. How men who know the country and have the scent of the sap in their nostrils can toil and moil under such conditions is known only to themselves and their God.




  High up a cheap low-flash lamp added to the heat of a third-floor room, and gave a spice of danger to the occupant's more sordid condition. The man, bending over a penny exercise book, rose as there came from below a succession of knocks growing gradually louder. The dull double thud came presently far down below. A small servant came presently and laid a letter by the writer's elbow.




  It was no manuscript returned or stereo-typed note of acceptance, nothing more than a curt intimation that unless the rent of the third floor of No. 19, Pant-street, was paid before twelve o'clock to-morrow a distress would be levied. These things are not idle threats in Pant-street.




  "What is it, Dick?" a pleasant voice asked from the outer darkness.




  "Rent," Dick Stevenson said between his teeth. "Midday to-morrow. Our last anchor gone---'a poor thing, but mine own.'"




  Molly Stevenson groaned. It seemed dreadfully disloyal, but she had been wondering lately if Dick was the genius that they had both fondly imagined. They all used to be under this delusion in the old vicarage.




  Molly was to be a great artist, and Dick to combine Scott and Dickens and a few great lights of fiction. The streets of London were paved with gold, and so those noble-hearted, simple young folks walked into it hand in hand two years ago, since which time---




  But that is an old story, and has been told time out of mind. The prosaic fact was three pounds twelve shillings were due for rent, and that, if the sum was not paid by high noon to-morrow, two struggling geniuses would be turned into the street.




  "Could you possibly get that money from 'The Record?'" Molly asked.




  Dick shook his head. 'The Record' only paid on Fridays, it was nearly ten o'clock, and the business manager of the morning journal in question would have gone home before now. Moreover, he was a member of the firm who left a great deal to his well-trained subordinates.




  "It is nearly six pounds, Molly," Dick said, "a little stroke of luck that came just in the nick of time between ourselves and the workhouse. Still I'll try it."




  They were busy enough in the office of "The Record." A score of pale-faced clerks were slaving away under the brilliant bands of light thrown by the electrics. Without looking up, a cashier asked Stevenson's business.




  "Mr. Spencer gone for the day," was the quick reply. "Won't be back till Friday, anyway. Account? Let me see. There was an account passed for you---six pounds odd. Get it on Friday in due course."




  "If I could only have it now?"




  "Rubbish. We don't do business like that, as you ought to know by this time. If I paid that I should get myself into trouble."




  Dick turned heavily away. The cashier was not to blame, he was a mere machine in the office. As Dick passed into the street somebody followed him.




  "I'm awfully sorry," he stammered, "but you see I recognised you, Mr. Stevenson. My father was head gardener at Stanmere, and many a kindness we used to get from the rector and your mother. Are you---er, are you---"




  The bright eyed lad hesitated in confusion.




  "Hard up," Dick said, grimly. "I recognise you now, young Williams. How about those Ribstone Pippins that his lordship---"




  "Please don't jest with me," the other said, imploringly. "I came out to tell you that Mr. Spencer has gone home. His address is 117 Cambria Square---he has one of those big flats there. If you go and see Mr. Spencer and tell him exactly how you stand, he will give you an order on the counting-house at once. Mr. Spencer will do anything for anybody."




  "That's very good of you," Dick said, gratefully. "As it happens, I have never seen Mr. Spencer. What is he like?"




  "Tall and spare, with a long grey beard. He's an enormously rich man, and practically our paper belongs to him. He never goes out in the daytime because he has something queer the matter with his eyes. During the year I have been in the office I have never seen him in the daytime."




  Apparently Mr. Spencer of 'The Record' was a difficult person to find. It was a long time before the porter motioned Dick into the lift. Eventually a sombre-looking man in black livery conveyed him into a sitting-room, the solitary light of which was so shaded down that the intruder could see nothing but dim shadows. Presently out of these shadows loomed a tall figure, with the suggestion of a beard on his face.




  "You wished to see me," he said. His voice was kindly, but there was a strange note of agitation in it. There was no reason why this rich and powerful man should be frightened, but undoubtedly he was. "Your name is strange to me."




  Dick explained more or less incoherently. As he stumbled on nervously his almost unseen companion seemed to gain courage.




  "It's a dreadful liberty," Dick mumbled. "But my little home is all I have, and---and the money is owing to me, and---"




  "And you most assuredly shall have it," Mr. Spencer interrupted. "My secretary has unfortunately gone out, or I could give you a cheque now. But my card and a line or two on it will produce the money at the office. And if you call and see me there after nine to-morrow night I'll see what I can do for you."




  Dick murmured his thanks.




  The sudden kindness, the prospect of something beyond this terrible hand-to-mouth kind of existence, had thoroughly unhinged him. As he stood there, a little white-haired terrier trotted along the passage and sniffed at him with an eye to friendship. Dick stooped with a kindly pat, and the dog licked his hand.




  "Your coat is coming off, sir," Dick said, huskily. "Look at my trousers, the best pair I have, and between ourselves, doggie, the only pair. And all smothered with white hairs. And if the editor of 'The Times' sent for me suddenly, why---"




  Dick paused, conscious that he was talking pure nonsense. He was also conscious of the sudden opening of a door at the end of the corridor, a brilliant bath of light, and the figure of the most beautiful girl Dick had ever seen in his life. He was destined never to forget the perfect symmetry of that lovely face and the deep pathos of those dark blue eyes. A man came out, half turning to kiss the face of the girl, evidently previous to his departure.




  "Exquisite!" Dick muttered. "At the same time it strikes me that I am more or less playing the spy. There's an air of mystery about them that appeals to the novelist's imagination. Good-night, doggie!"




  He stooped down, gave the terrier a friendly pat, and was gone.
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  "You'll get on," the cashier said with grim admiration, as he glanced at Mr. Spencer's card with its few pencilled lines. "There's your money."




  "Thanks," Dick replied. "Would you mind giving me that card back? It's sentimental, of course, but I should like to keep it. And if I can do anything for you---"




  "Well, you can, as it happens. There's your card. There's a letter come for the governor which is marked urgent. I've got nobody I can send without inconvenience, and if it is not too much out of your way perhaps you will take it?"




  It was a little cooler now, a few drops of rain had fallen, but not more than sufficient to lay the dust. Cambria Square was getting dark, a brooding silence lay over the gardens. Dick delivered his letter to the surly hall porter, and then turned his face eastwards. A few drops of the late rain pattered from leaf to leaf; there was a pleasant smell of moist earth in the air. By shutting his eyes Dick could conjure up visions of Stanmere.




  The sound of hurried footsteps brought him to earth again. As he re-crossed to the pavement a tall figure, with streaming beard and white agitated face came round the corner almost into his arms. On the impulse of the moment Dick shot out a strong arm and detained him.




  "I hope there is nothing wrong, sir?" he asked, meaningly.




  The tall man with the beard paused and rubbed his eyes. He had every appearance of one who flies in his sleep from some terror.




  "Did you see anybody?" he whispered. "A man who had---but of course you didn't, the thing is utterly absurd. Sir, are you a man of imagination?"




  Dick replied that unless he possessed imagination, he had cruelty mistaken his vocation in life. The strange man with the wild air was utterly unknown to him, and yet there was something in his voice that was familiar. The terror was gradually dying from his face; he was growing sane and quiet again. It was a fine, broad, kindly face, but there was the shadow of some great trouble haunting the deep-set grey eyes.




  "I must have astonished you just now," he said. "As a matter or fact, I have had a great many years abroad. Sunstroke, you understand; since when I have never been quite the same. I can manage my property as well as anybody; for months I am quite myself, and then these attacks come suddenly. Always at night when I am alone in the dark; I come out to try and cure myself. At the same time, are you quite sure that you met nobody?"




  "If you would like," Dick suggested, "I shall be glad to walk a little way---"




  The stranger replied somewhat curtly to the effect that there was no occasion for anything of the kind. He passed on with a steady step, leaving Dick to his more or less amused thoughts. Such a character might be useful to him in fiction. The whole facts of the case appealed to the young novelist's imagination. Here was a rich and prosperous man, envied and flattered and admired, who was constantly pursued by some haunting terror. Perhaps in the early days he had committed some great crime; perhaps some dreadful vengeance was hanging over his head.




  But the noble, kindly face belied all that. No doubt the explanation given was no more than the truth. The poor fellow suffered in that peculiar form, and he was doing his best to shame himself out of it.




  "I'll take another turn round the square," Dick said to himself. "It's foolish, but I am too restless to go home quite yet."




  It was very still there. Most of the lights were out in the staid houses by this time, a policeman clanked along and disappeared. Then a murmur of voices arose, the distant sound of laboured breathing, a shout and a strangled cry. It was all strange and dreamy for a moment, then the reality of tragedy flashed upon the listener. He might be in time to prevent outrage or worse.




  He turned the corner quickly. As he did so, his tall friend with the beard came along. He was running fast, with the free and easy stride of the athlete, running with an ease surprising in one of his time of life, his beard streaming in the breeze caused by his own swift motion. He was without a hat; there was a certain ferocious furtiveness in his eyes, but the broad, noble face had not changed. It was not the face of a man in terror now, but the face of one who flies from some crime.




  He dodged Dick, who stood to bar his progress, with the greatest ease. The smile on his face was of contempt. There was not the slightest sign of recognition on it. And Dick could have sworn that his late companion had worn a black tie, yet there he was again with a vivid red one.




  Meanwhile the groans were still going on. Dick sped rapidly round the corner. The whole thing had happened so quickly that no time had been lost. Just by one of the pillars of the stout, square railings, was a patch of blood. From somewhere close by moaning could be heard.




  "Where are you?" Dick whispered.




  "Inside," came the reply. "When he struck me down I saw that there was somebody behind him. Then I turned and lifted up the second rail from the stone capital and crept inside here. It comes up from the bottom. You can get through that way."




  Dick staggered back. The voice was quite familiar to him. It sounded just like the voice of the dangerous lunatic he had encountered half an hour ago. But that could not be, seeing that the madman in question had just passed him, flying apparently for his life, in another direction.




  "I'll come to you," Dick Stammered. "It's quite safe."




  "You are quite sure that he has gone?"




  "Certain. He passed me running his best. Did you say the second rail? Yes, here it is. Now then."




  The railing slid back in its socket, leaving a space large enough to admit a human body. Dick squeezed through, until presently he could see the dim outline of a figure prostrate on the grass.




  "Are you very much hurt?" he asked.




  "No," said the strangely familiar voice. "A mere flesh wound. What's that?"




  "So far as I can judge, a belated policeman hurrying to the spot. Shall I call him?"




  Dick's arm was grasped with passionate force.




  "Not for worlds!" came a hoarse reply. "If you have any regard for more than one pure and innocent life you will be silent. Let the man search; he will find nothing. I found that loose rail by accident, and by this means I often come here late at night. Hush! that man is coming close."




  The flashing zones of light ceased, the beat of footsteps died away. All was still and quiet once again.




  "We can't stay here all night," Dick suggested.




  His companion staggered to his feet, Dick helping him into the roadway. He stood under the lamplight the most astonished young man in London, for his companion was the man with the grey beard and the kindly face.




  "You seem to be my guardian spirit to-night," he said, faintly.




  Dick had no reply. He was too dazed to think as yet.
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  "Tell me all about sir," he suggested.




  "I can tell you nothing whatever," said the other, still slinking with terror. "My mind has gone again, I only know that I have had a great shock, which is none the less terrible because I have been expecting it for years. I heard his step and ran. Put me in a crowd with a million people and I could pick out his step without hesitation."




  The speaker wiped the blood from his face. He was not very much hurt, only frightened to the verge of insanity. He was quivering all over like a reed shaken by the wind.




  "Why does this man pursue you?" Stevenson asked.




  "I don't know. I have entirely forgotten. But I never forget his step and that I must fly when I hear it coming. You are a gentleman?"




  Dick modestly hoped so. The knowledge was one of the few consolations that remained to him. The old man looked long and earnestly into his pleasant, open face. It was some time before he spoke.




  "At present I know nothing," he said at length. "The terror has deprived me of my wits for the time being. To-morrow I shall be doing my business again as if nothing had happened. I ask you to leave me now, sir, and think no more of what you have seen and heard. Let it be a secret between us."




  "Provided that you let me see you home," said Dick.




  "No; I am going to walk about a little longer. Then it may come back to me. At present I could not tell you my address or even---"




  He broke off abruptly, and regarded his companion with troubled eyes. The man had actually forgotten his name and address. It was utterly impossible for him to be left like this.




  "We'll speak to a policeman," Dick said, promptly.




  The terror shut down again, the deep-set eyes dilated.




  "No, no," he whispered; "anything but that. The police must not know. Do you want to ruin me utterly?"




  "Then I am going to take you home," Dick said, firmly. "Yours may be an exceedingly valuable life for all I know. Where do you live?"




  "As I hope for salvation I cannot tell you. It will come back to me presently, perhaps in a few minutes, two hours. But it will come back."




  "But surely your own name, sir---"




  "I have no more cognisance of it than I have of your own."




  The man spoke in evident sincerity. It was clear that he concealed nothing. All the time Dick wondered why his voice was so strangely familiar. But he had other things to occupy his attention. He must respect the old man's earnest prayer to keep the story from the police. At the same time, in his present demented condition, it was impossible to leave him to the mercy of the streets. It was a pretty puzzle for the young novelist. If this thing were a story, how would he have got out of the difficulty?




  "How long have you been out to-night?" he asked, tentatively.




  "I don't know. At present I don't know anything. There is only a vague impression that a beautiful girl with blue eyes is waiting for me anxiously. If you ask me who she is, I fancy it is my daughter."




  "Then the beautiful girl with the blue eyes shall not be disappointed," said Stevenson, cheerfully. "I shall find a way out."




  He rubbed his coat sleeve thoughtfully. There was a little dampness on it from the effects of the recent spurt of rain, and Dick noticed that the clothing of his companion was perfectly dry. The rain had been over for nearly half an hour, therefore it was manifest the old man had quite recently left the house. He was not a fast walker, therefore he could not be far from home. The deduction was quite logical.




  "You came out after the rain?" Dick asked.




  "Yes, I went back, fearing that it would be heavy. It is too hot a night for one to wear an overcoat. Therefore I waited for the rain to stop."




  Something had been gained, at any rate. Stevenson studied his companion latently. On his dark coat he could see a number of short white hairs.




  "You keep a small fox-terrier dog?" he asked, with sudden inspiration.




  The other nodded. His memory seemed to be curiously patchy. The little things seemed with him, the great ones were gone. "A little fox-terrier called Ben," he said.




  With that Dick was fain to be content. Here he was saddled with a lunatic old gentleman in the streets of midnight London, and the only clue to the local habitation of his companion was that he possessed a dog called Ben. That master and dog were good friends Stevenson deduced from the hairs on his companion's clothing. What the novelist had to do now was to look for a house within a radius of a mile or so where there was a dog called Ben.




  It seemed slightly ridiculous, but Stevenson could think of no better plan than getting his companion to whistle and call the dog at intervals. If the worst came to the worst he could take his demented friend to his own humble abode and keep him there till morning. For some time it had been painfully apparent to Dick that he was faint for want of food. If he collapsed now there would be nothing for it but the nearest police station.




  "Whistle again," he said, dreamily. "Try once more."




  They were in Cambria Square now, near the large block of flats. The flats appeared to have several doors, for this one was not even on the same side as Stevenson entered an hour or two before. The old gentleman whistled softly, and called Ben by name for about the fiftieth time. There was a yelping and scratching behind the door, and a dog whining in joyful recognition.




  "Shades of the immortal Dupurin," Dick cried, "success at last. It is very certain that we have found your house, sir."




  With no fear of surly porter before his eyes, Dick opened the door.




  A little dog came bounding out and gyrated wildly. A hall porter appeared, and with the surly insolence of his kind demanded to know what was the matter.




  "This gentleman lives here, I think," Dick said. "He has had a nasty fall---"




  "Second floor," the porter growled. "Lift's off for the night. Better take him up, sir. Telephone on next floor if you want a doctor."




  With a certain pardonable curiosity Dick led the way upstairs. So far as he could see there was only two sets of flats on the second floor, and one of them was obviously in the hands of the decorators. Therefore, there was only one alternative. Dick pushed into a corridor that seemed familiar to him, and boldly led the way into a drawing-room, where a girl was seated at the piano playing soft dreamy music.




  The room was bathed in electric light; there were wonderful works of art there---silver of Cellini, engravings after Romney and Reynolds, a Hopper or two, some marvellous old French furniture. But the most striking thing about the room were the marvellous masses of flowers everywhere. The whole place was a veritable bower of them, roses and lilies and violets. The mere arrangement of them was in itself a work of art.




  But Dick forgot the flowers a moment later as the girl turned her face towards him. It was the beautiful girl with the pathetic blue eyes he had seen two hours before. The intruder had not the least doubt about this, that face and those eyes were too indelibly printed on his mind for that.




  The girl came forward without hesitation.




  "I have been anxious about you," she cried. "Father, you have had one of your bad turns, I could hear that by your step as you came upstairs. And this gentleman has brought you home, though he is tired and utterly worn out himself."




  "It is good of you to think of me," Dick stammered; "but how could you possibly know that I am---"




  Starving, he was about to say, but stopped in time. The girl laughed with a rippling music that filled the room.




  "I have the gift of second sight," she said. Though her face was wreathed in smiles, the great blue eyes never laughed, but ever remained so strangely pathetic. "Only a man utterly worn out would walk as you do. And you are quite young, too. You must have something to eat at once."




  She crossed the room and rang the bell. Dick watched her graceful motions with a pleasure that was almost akin to pain.
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  A servant or two came and went as if an order for a midnight supper was a matter of course, then there came a stolid looking man with a Teutonic face, who took the host away like a prisoner in custody.




  "My father will be better presently," the girl said. "He is subject to strange lapses of memory. Kant's system of treatment never fails to benefit him. Now, will you please to have some supper, Mr.---"




  "My name is Richard Stevenson," Dick said. "I was in the building some time ago, and I had the pleasure of seeing you before, Miss---"




  "Call me Miss Mary. That is the only name I have. As I have no friends and never see anybody, my name cannot matter. Also, as I have the strongest possible reasons for disliking my own, I am always Miss Mary. Now, will you please eat your supper without further delay?"




  It was delicious, especially to a man who had long been a stranger to daintily-served, well-cooked food. The chicken and ham were perfect, the lettuce crisp and cool, and the claret soft and velvety to the taste. It was a different man who rose from the table presently.




  "You must finish the claret," Mary said. "You have only had one glass. Are there not some cigarettes on the table there?"




  Dick could not see any. Mary advanced to find them. Her long, slim fingers seemed to caress everything that she touched.




  "Surely they are on the far corner by your left hand," Dick suggested.




  For some reason the girl blushed deeply.




  "Then they have been moved," she said. "I cannot find them. I don't like things to be moved. It upsets all my scheme of memory. I always boast that I can see anything in the room, and when the servants---"




  "Is your eye-sight deficient?" Dick asked.




  "I have no eye-sight," came the quiet reply. "I am stone-blind."




  Dick was utterly shocked. This was the last thing in the world that he had expected. Those great blue eyes were very pathetic and sorrowful; but they looked so pure and clear and liquid. He stammered an apology.




  "I am so deeply sorry," he said. "But you see I could not possibly know. And you seemed to see me when I came in, you moved so freely, and you actually knew that I had taken only one glass of claret."




  "That is because my hearing is so good," Mary replied. "One instinctively trains one sense to take the place of the missing one. I can deduce a great deal by the way people walk. And I have lived almost entirely in this and my bedroom for many years. Really, so far as this room is concerned, I can see. I know where everything is, I can tell you what flowers there are in this and that vase, though there are scores of them. I was not always blind."




  Dick lingered on, feeling that he ought to go. The feeling became more absolute when the Teutonic servant came in with the information that his master was much better, and had gone to bed. He hinted that under the circumstances his kind young friend would excuse him. The dismissal was polite enough, but it was none the less complete and final. There was even no excuse left for calling.




  "We are very quiet people," Mary said, as if she could actually read the thoughts of her visitor. "Believe me, I am more than grateful for your kindness to-night. You are a gentleman, and you will understand."




  She came forward and held out her hand. Dick held it with a certain longing at his heart. The pathetic beauty of that sightless face stirred him strangely. It was not Mary's beauty alone, but her helplessness, that moved him. And she seemed to be utterly lonely.




  "Good-night," he said; "there need be no obligation on your side. Good-night."




  "Good-night, and a thousand thanks. Do you like flowers as well as I do? Let me give you a few of my favorite violets."




  She walked rapidly to a vase and took out a fragrant mass of purple bloom. Without the slightest hesitation she picked up an envelope---one of the transparent grease-proof kind that proofs of photographs are sent in---and placed the blossoms in it.




  It seemed hard to credit the fact that she was sightless.




  "There!" she said, quite gaily. "A little trifle to remember me by. Good-night."




  Dick was well out into the square before he could think of a suitable reply. Truly it had been a night of strange adventures. Not the least strange thing was that the scene of these happenings had been all in the Cambria Square flats. Stevenson felt strangely alert and wide awake as he put his latchkey in the door.




  Molly was awaiting him anxiously. She looked almost pitifully into his cheerful face.




  "I began to imagine all sorts of dreadful things," she said. "You have never been out so late before without letting me know. When you have had your supper---"




  Dick stooped and kissed the pretty speaker. Really, Molly was a very pretty girl with her delicate coloring and high-bred face.




  "Thoughtful girl," he said. "Always thinking of others first. My dear Molly, I have supped on superb chicken and salad and claret, such as Ouida's guardsmen would not disdain to drink. I partook of it in a perfect bower of bliss filled with flowers and priceless works of art, and in the company of the most lovely girl I have ever seen in all my life. I walked into the prosaic streets of London and suddenly found myself plunged into the Arabian Nights."




  "Always in good spirits," Molly murmured. "But to be more practical. There is nothing of the Haroun al Raschid about our landlord."




  "The landlord will be paid, Molly. I took my courage in both hands and went to see Mr. Spencer. He gave me an order for the money, which is at present in my pocket, and, what is more, he asked me to call upon him to-morrow night, when he as good as promised me regular work to do. Think of it, Molly; a cottage in the country where we can breathe the pure air and grow our own flowers."




  Molly began to cry quietly. Not even good kind old Dick knew what she had suffered here. She wiped her eyes presently and called herself a goose.




  "I suppose I'm run down," she said, in extenuation. "And now tell me all about those wonderful adventures of yours."




  Dick launched out into a graphic account of all that he had seen or heard. Molly's pretty face was aglow with interest. She had never heard anything like it before out of the pages of a book. She took the packet of violets presently and quietly removed them from the envelope.




  "Why, there is something inside here!" she cried.




  It was the proof of a photograph still unmounted. A pretty girl with great pathetic eyes, taken with a background of palms and flowers.




  "Why, it's Miss Mary herself," Dick cried. "The photo must have been taken in the Cambria square drawing-room, and this odd proof must have escaped attention in the envelope. Now tell me candidly, Molly, did you ever see a more lovely face in all your life?"




  Molly looked up with a dazed expression.




  "Why, I know her," she whispered. "I recognised her in a moment. You have heard me speak of my old schoolfellow, Mary Gay."




  V --- THE MOTH CATCHER
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  Dick Stevenson nodded approvingly.




  "I shall make a capital story out of this," he said. "One smiles at this kind of thing in books, and yet more remarkable events are chronicled in the papers every day. But isn't she lovely, Molly?"




  Molly laid the photograph carefully on the table. The more she looked at it the more she was drawn and fascinated.




  "It is a pretty episode," she said, "but only an episode, after all. I don't see how you are going to follow up the acquaintance, Dick. The poor girl is blind, and never goes out; the way you were dismissed was a pretty strong hint not to call again. And yet I should like to see Mary once more."




  In his heart of hearts Dick was telling himself that this thing should be done. What was the use of being an author with all a novelist's imagination if one could not scheme some ingenious plan or other? He lighted a cigarette over the evil-smelling lamp with a thoughtful air. Somebody was knocking at the door.




  "Come in," Molly said; "it can be nobody but Herr Greigstein."




  A small, stout man, with close-cut hair and enormous moustache came into the room. He had a high, broad forehead and a magnificent pair of flashing eyes that seemed to be marred by spectacles. There was a suggestion of power about this man of strong intellectual force and determination. For the most part he was smiling and loquacious; he possessed a boyish flow of animal spirits, belied now and again by a quick-flashing glance, and a gathering of deep-set eyebrows. For the rest, Max Greigstein was a lodger on the top floor of the Pant-street house, and he was generally supposed to be a German master in a North London school.




  "I am late," he said, breezily, "but I come with news of the best. You remember, Herr Dick, I give you certain information about German anarchists in London. You put him in the form of some articles for a friend of mine, who has a paper in Berlin. My friend, he sends me eleven pounds for those pen pictures and asks, like Oliver Twist, for more, therefore, we divide the money as arranged, and when landlord he come to-morrow he grovel and eat dust before you. Behold, the little fairies that make sad hearts light!"




  With something of the air of a conjurer and something of his swiftness, Greigstein laid some gold coins on the little table. His tongue had no pause, his restless dark eyes seemed as if seeking for something. For all his friendship and his many little kindnesses, Dick rather disliked Greigstein. He admitted the fact with shame, but there it was. He knew the little German scientist to be miserably poor; still he had played the good fairy like this often before.




  "Here is the beginning of fame and fortune," he cried. "You grow rich, you marry a beautiful and talented young lady, and in the course of time---Gott in Himmel, what is this? where did it come from?"




  The man's whole manner changed, there was quick command in his tone. He laid a strong brown finger on the photograph lying upwards on the table. He might have been a general who finds a fault in some strategic scheme, a lawyer who at length finds the weak spot in the witness's armor. His eyes flashed with strange brilliancy behind his glasses.




  "I cannot tell you," Dick said coldly. "That proof came into my hands by the merest accident. It is no business of mine---or yours."




  Greigstein waved the whole thing aside with a quick motion of his hand. The next moment he was chatting gaily of moths and butterflies. It was his own great hobby---that and science. There was a new moth that Dick must see, a new moth captured in the gardens of a London square.




  "I catch him in a square," he cried excitedly. "I make friends with all the square keepers for miles around, and they let me go into the gardens when the world is dark and quiet. And I get my new moth. I take him to South Kensington, and they say he is but, Callimorpha Lecontei. Ach, the fools!"




  Dick listened more or less vaguely. He had heard all about those nocturnal rambles before.




  "Some day you listen to my theories," Greigstein rabbled on. It seemed to Dick that he was keeping his eyes too scrupulously averted from the table and the photograph. "Again there was the new clouded moth which I found at Stanmere. Some day, if I am lucky, I retire to Stanmere. It is the paradise of the entomologist. Herr Dick, do you know that I was at Stanmere last week?"




  "You were lucky," Dick said, with a sigh.




  "Even so, I was on the lake. The family were away from home. Strange that I should come and take rooms under the very roof of young people who had been born and bred at Stanmere. There are no dragon-flies like those on the lake yonder. I should never tire of Stanmere."




  "I may never see the dear old place again," Dick said, regretfully. "I'd give a great deal to have a month there now, to lie in the bracken under the old park oaks, or to drift amongst the water-lilies in a punt. Fancy having a day with those trout once more! My good friend, if you don't stop talking about Stanmere at once, I shall be constrained to throw a book at you."




  Greigstein would take himself off at once. It was getting very late, and he had some work to do before he went to bed. Meanwhile, would Herr Dick do some more of those brilliant articles? In a whirl of words the German departed, leaving his spectacles behind him. Dick noticed them presently.




  "I don't believe he wants glasses at all," he said. "He is a Socialist. Meanwhile, I'll take his glasses, lest he should come back again. I'm too tired to swim in another sea of words to-night."




  Dick slipped quietly up the stairs of the quiet house. Greigstein's bedroom was slightly open, and Dick looked in. The gas was lighted by the dressing-table. The German stood there in immaculate evening dress, his moustaches waxed. To Dick's utter astonishment he saw that across the broad glistening expanse of shirtfront was a riband, and round the powerful throat a jewelled order was suspended. A silk-lined evening cloak lay across a chair.




  Dick softly retired with the spectacles in his pocket. He heard the front door close presently, and footsteps going down the street. And on the table lay the photograph of the girl with the sad blue eyes!




  VI --- THE RESTORED PHOTOGRAPH
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  When Dick came down to breakfast Greigstein had departed, ostensibly on his scholastic duties. He had come in for the missing spectacles, Molly said. He had professed himself to be quite lost without them.




  "That's all rubbish," Dick said, unfeelingly. "The fellow has no need for glasses. You may shake your head, Molly, but I will prove it to you."




  In a few words Dick told the story of his discovery. Molly scented romance. They had evidently made the acquaintance of a disguised German nobleman.




  "More likely a police spy," Dick laughed. "You need not go, Molly; I couldn't possibly do any work this morning. With that fateful interview with Mr. Spencer, of 'The Record,' before my eyes, I couldn't do a stroke."




  He presently wandered out aimlessly. Though he had risen very late, the day seemed to drag on. It was hot, and the streets shimmered in the sunshine. Dick took a very frugal lunch at a cheap restaurant, and then turned for distraction to the early edition of the evening papers. The 'St. James's Gazette' and 'Pall Mall' and 'Globe' seemed to have nothing in them that he had not seen before. Over his cigarette he fell back on the advertisements.




  There was something interesting at last. Dick recognised with a thrill that it concerned himself. It was in the agony column of 'The Globe.'




  "Will the gentleman who took from 117 Cambria Square, last night, the proof of a photograph accidentally left in an envelope containing violets, kindly return the same to the above address without delay?"




  Here was something to do at any rate. And, better than that, here was a good chance of seeing the girl with the pathetic eyes again. It would be a wrench to give up the photograph, but that would have to be done in any case. The precious picture was carefully stowed away in Dick's pocket-book.




  He hurried off in the direction of Cambria Square. Not till he found himself confronted by the hall porter did he recollect that he had not the faintest idea whom to ask for.




  "There is an advertisement in an evening paper," he stammered. "I was here last night; I had the good fortune to---"




  "That's alright," the porter cut Dick short. "One of the servants told me in case anybody called. If you've got the photo, sir, I'll take it up."




  Dick hesitated. He had looked forward to something more romantic than this. He might be allowed to go up, he suggested, but the porter cut him short again by touching a bell and growling something hoarsely up a tube. In response the broad-faced, Teutonic-looking man who had acted as a kind of nurse to Dick's strange acquaintance of the night before, came down in the lift and touched his forehead respectfully.




  "My mistress expected you, sir," he said. "You have the photograph?"




  Dick could not deny it. He produced the picture grudgingly. It was absurd, of course, but it was a wrench to hand it over.




  "My mistress has been in great distress," the German said. "I will not disguise from you, sir, that my employer has moods when he is not quite responsible for his actions. You found him last night in one of them. He has outbreaks over other things. For instance, my young lady thought she would like to surprise her father by having her photograph taken. There was but one proof, and only one plate exposed. I have rarely seen my employer so terribly upset over anything, which was strange, considering that the photograph was actually taken in the house. My young lady promised to destroy the proof, but by mistake she left it in the photographer's envelope. She found that out early this morning. She is greatly desirous that you will say nothing of what has happened."




  "Of course not," Dick replied.




  The mystery was getting deeper.




  "If I may take the liberty of seeing her for a few moments---"




  "No," the other said, with a cold curtness that brought the blood into Dick's face. "It is absolutely impossible. You must not come here again. I do not wish to be rude, sir, only I would urge you, both for your own sake and the sake of others, not to come here again."




  Mr. Spencer had not yet arrived when he reached the counting-house. His young friend of the previous night gave him an encouraging smile. Presently Dick found himself waiting nervously in an outer office, where the lad who had previously given him Mr. Spencer's address had ushered him.




  "Just a moment," Dick said, hurriedly. "Can you tell me anything about your chief? I only saw him in the dark last night."




  "That is a peculiarity of his," the young clerk replied. "He often does that when he sees strangers here. It is some fad of his of judging people by their voices. But as he has met you once he won't do that again. Another peculiarity is that he never comes here till dusk. Not one of us ever saw Mr. Spencer here in the daytime."




  "But you find him a good and kind employer?"




  "Oh, very. He is the right class of philanthropist. He never appears to, and yet he does a tremendous deal of good. If he takes a fancy to you it is your own fault if you don't succeed here. He never spoke to me for months, and then I found that he knew all my affairs, and what my father was, and all about my home at Stanmere, and everything. There's his bell."




  The speaker turned away, to return a moment later with the information that Mr. Spencer was ready to see his visitor. It was a small, dark-papered room, with one brilliant light gleaming on a little table covered with paper. A man sat there who looked up and smiled at Dick genially, then he looked down again, as if giving his visitor time to recover himself.




  It was as well that he did, well that he failed to see the blank amazement on the face of Dick Stevenson. He placed his hands on the back of his chair to steady himself from falling. For there, seated opposite him, as if utterly unconscious that anything out of the common had happened, was the very man whose life Dick had saved in Cambria Square last night.




  Could it be acting? No, it was impossible. The man by the table evidently had not the faintest idea that he and Dick met before. This kindly noble-looking face was calm and placid. Evidently the events of last night had been absolutely and entirely wiped from his memory.




  "Are you unwell?" he asked, in a considerate tone. "I am afraid you are in trouble. If you will only make a friend of me---"




  "A passing faintness," Dick stammered. "A queer lapse of memory."




  Mr. Spencer looked up, a feeling expression dimmed his eyes.




  "I understand," he said. "Nobody better. I am occasionally troubled by the same thing myself. My dear boy, pray sit down and let us get to business."




  VII --- GREIGSTEIN
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  The keen eye of a detective would have noticed certain anomalies in Herr Max Greigstein's modest sitting-room. For instance, the table linen was very fine, the cutlery and plate, which the German preferred to clean himself, were of silver and fine steel mounted on ivory. These are things not unusually found in obscure bed-sitting rooms at nine shillings a week, and though the once exclusive cigarette is now given over to the multitude, they do not usually smoke a 'Nestor' at eleven shillings a hundred, such as Greigstein had between his lips at present.




  The modest breakfast things were pushed away, and Greigstein was frowning over his ruminative cigarette. There was an excuse for his laziness this morning, as he had no scholastic engagement on Saturday. Greigstein was thinking aloud---a favorite habit of his---but the door was closed.




  "You are a fool," he told himself, "you think you have yourself well in hand, but that is where you make the mistake. Come, why did you let Dick Stevenson see that you were interested in that photograph?"




  Greigstein frowned at himself in a little mirror opposite.




  "That is a clever boy," he went on, "he has intuition. Only he has the bad taste not to like Herr Greigstein. He will tell me nothing about the original of that fascinating photo. With a lad of meaner instincts I should try bribery. But I shall find out, yes, I shall find out."




  There was a gleam in Greigstein's eyes as he spoke. A moment later he was deeply engrossed in his cases of moths and butterflies as if they were of all-absorbing interest. Then he put his breakfast things outside the door and locked it after him. He carried a net and a specimen case with the simple air of a man who is going on an innocent holiday. The door of Stevenson's sitting-room was open.




  "May I come in?" Greigstein asked, and entered the room without waiting for a reply. "What is the news, my young hero? Good, I imagine, by the expression of your face. That interview with the newspaper magnate, for instance. In my mind's eye I can see Dick Stevenson, editor of 'The Times.'"




  Greigstein's glasses twinkled as he spoke, and Dick was disarmed. He was in a mood to be charmed with all the world this morning. The stuffy, evil-smelling rooms in Pant-street would soon be a thing of the past. Already there were visions of a charming house in the country presided over by a sweet-faced, blue-eyed girl who was none the less beloved because she was blind.




  "Three hundred a year," Dick said, with a poor assumption of indifference; "I have got an appointment on the literary staff of 'The Record.' And I shall have plenty of time for my fiction writing besides. It isn't very often that one gets a good appointment and an excellent plot of a strong novel in one week."




  Greigstein's congratulations were obviously sincere. At the same time there was a strange gleam behind his spectacles. There was a story here that the German was anxious to know, otherwise Dick would have said nothing about the plot of a novel. Greigstein passed his cigarette case across the table.




  "I should like to hear more of your good fortune," he said, quietly. "I am glad for your sake and the sake of your charming and most courageous sister. So your good fortune was the result of an adventure?"




  "Who told you so?" Dick asked with a smile.




  "Why, you did yourself. You say it is not often one gets a good appointment and a good plot in the same week. Obviously, the good fortune in your case follows the good plot---the adventure, that is. That is the way, my good friend, to write a good novel. Personal experience, nothing like personal experience. I should like very much to hear all about those personal experiences. Now my butterflies---"




  "Never mind the butterflies," Dick said, hastily; falling into the trap that Greigstein had laid for him. "But I'll tell you my adventure if you like."




  Not all of it, Greigstein told himself. For instance, he knew perfectly well that he would hear nothing as to the photograph and its charming original, and in this the German was perfectly right, for Mary Gay was not mentioned.




  "I think I have really interested you," Dick said, presently.




  Greigstein nodded. Dick would have been fairly startled to know how deeply his companion was interested. All the same, he had wisely said nothing as to the identity between Mr. Spencer and the excited stranger in Cambria Square. It was this half-truth that so sorely puzzled Greigstein and led him into so wide a labyrinth later on.




  "And where did all this happen?" Greigstein asked, vaguely. "Cambria Square? Ah, I got a magnificent specimen of the silver-haired moth there a week or two ago. Your friend was a friend of Mr. Spencer, then, and thus your new appointment?"




  "You may put it that way with truth," Dick replied, with a feeling that he had better have kept the whole story to himself. At any rate, he had concealed the fact that his benefactor was one of the actors in the strange drama. "Now, you can give me a clue to the real situation? For the purpose of fiction, I want to know why two men should act in so strange a manner."




  Greigstein laughed, and professed the matter to be entirely beyond him. His face expressed a pleased and amiable curiosity. Yet he passed a hand over his face to conceal the strange, quick quivering of his lips.




  "Alas! I am no novelist," he cried. "That you must work out for yourself, young Dick. And now I must be going. To-day is a holiday for me; I get away from those dreadful boys and forget that I am a mere drudge who imparts a mother tongue for a mere pittance."




  He slipped out of the room with a thoughtful expression on his face. He saw nothing of the crowded streets; he pushed along mechanically.




  "So they are both close at hand," he said to himself; "the one fleeing from a phantom the other pursuing an empty vengeance! And my young friend blunders into them and he finds the girl as well! Well, everything comes to the man who can afford to wait. On the whole, I can do no better than go down to Stanmere."




  VIII --- ONE OF THE STATELY HOMES OF ENGLAND
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  There are some fine houses in the Thames Valley between Oxford and Windsor, but none of greater beauty than Stanmere. It is not large, but it is pure Tudor, with never so much as a stone or window restored; its grey gables are softened and beautified by the hand of time; the velvet lawns have been rolled and shaven and shaven and rolled for three centuries. But the beauty of the place lies in its grounds.




  There are green terraces slipping to a lake which is fed by a strong stream. The lake is dotted with islands and surrounded by woods at the far end, which renders it dark and gloomy. There is a summer-house with steps leading down to the water, and here Lady Stanmere spends a deal of her time in the warm weather.




  The great green woods are wonderfully cool and silent; the great dragon flies hover over the still water, covered here and there by sheets of white water-lilies; the paths all around are of grass, and behind them are yews cut into fantastic shapes like a stone cloister turned into living green. Withal the peace and silence is very mournful, as if some tragedy brooded here.




  And in sooth there had been trouble enough and to spare at Stanmere. Lady Stanmere had lived to see her husband taken out of the placid lake where the dragon flies were brooding, and laid in what was no better than a suicide's grave; she had lived to see one son an outlaw and the other a nameless wanderer, until she could do no more than marvel at the amount of suffering she could endure and yet retain her reason. And here she was now, white-haired, broken, gentle, yet with some gleams of the once haughty spirit that had sustained her in the dark years of her life.




  But this was not all the mystery. Whom the property would go to when Lady Stanmere no longer needed it nobody knew, save, perhaps, Mr. Martlett, the family lawyer, who was never yet known to tell anything to a soul. For all Lady Stanmere knew, both her sons were dead, and they might or might not have left a son behind them. And the mystery was rendered deeper by the fact that the last of the reigning Stanmeres had left his property hopelessly encumbered and had died heavily in debt. It was not an extravagant household, for Lady Stanmere's wants were simple; but the grounds were superb, and a small army of gardeners were required to keep them trim in the beautiful order for which they had always been famous.




  Yet, despite debt and difficulty, everything was going on just the same as usual. The orchard houses and the vineries poured out their purple and golden harvest, the green lawns and the luxurious gardens were as trim and riotous as ever, not a single boy was discharged. And from time to time the thin, dried-up little Martlett presented certain papers for Lady Stanmere to sign, and with a cough that defied question, stated that this or that further mortgage had been paid off. A wonderful manager, Martlett, people said. But Martlett was dumb as an oyster.




  Lady Stanmere sat in the summer-house overlooking the lake, her long slim hands engaged in some pretty silk meshwork upon which she was constantly engaged. Those long slim hands were never still for long together.




  She had been tall and straight once, now she was bent and broken. Yet the dark eyes in the pale face could flash at times, and the old imperious ring came back into the gentle voice. For a long space the hands with their flashing rings went in and out of the silken web. A gorgeous butterfly hovered round the honeysuckle over the porch.




  "Ah, my beauty," a deep voice said. "So I've got you now!"




  At the sound of that voice the black netting fell a tangled heap into Lady Stanmere's lap. A queer little cry escaped her. There was something like fear in her eyes, and yet not so much fear as agonised expectation. With a great effort she composed herself and walked to the entrance of the summer-house.




  "Von Wrangel," she said, firmly, "I'm surprised, I am ashamed of you. Put that net down and come and tell me what you want here."




  Greigstein dropped his net instantly, not without a passing look of regret for the great purple butterfly still hovering over the honeysuckle. His manner changed so utterly that his friends would hardly have recognised him. Plainly as he was dressed, there was no suggestion of the suburban schoolmaster about him now. His English had become singularly good and clearly enunciated.




  "I am exceedingly sorry, dear Lady Stanmere; I had not the remotest idea that you were here. I came down to see you to-day, though I have been here for years on and off without any attempt to do so. I was trying to think out some way of seeing you without coming up to the house, but the sight of that superb cassiopa---"




  "Still the same strange contradiction," Lady Stanmere cried. "Still turned from great ends by the trivialities of life. But you may come in; there is no chance of our being interrupted here. Have you any news for me?"




  Greigstein followed into the grateful coolness of the summer-house. All the hardness had died out of his eyes, his manner was gentle, almost subservient.




  "I believe you have forgiven me," he said.




  "I believe that I have forgiven everybody," Lady Stanmere replied, "even a Hungarian patriot like yourself. My husband ruined himself and died for your wild scheme; my son Stephen is an outcast in fear of his life---if indeed he still lives---for the same cause."




  "Stephen was bound to have an outlet for his tremendous energies," Greigstein said, coolly. "If he had not taken up the cause he would have given way to drink and gambling and such like evils, and I never countenanced violence. Remember that I am a disgraced and broken man because I stood between Stephen and the grip of the law."




  There was just a flash in the speaker's eyes for a moment, the glance that one might see on the face of a great general in the hour of misfortune. Lady Stanmere laid her hand with a pretty gesture on his arm.




  "I did not mean to wound you," she said gently. "And I must not hold you responsible for the wild blood of the Gays. It is only because I am so utterly lonely, because I have none of my own kith and kin to love that I find myself regretting that you ever came to remind me that my mother was a Von Wrangel. You recall our last meeting?"




  "'Shall I ever forget it?" Greigstein asked, in a low voice.




  "Well, we need not go into that, it is three years ago. My boys I never hoped to see again. But Mary was another matter. You were to find her for me, you were not to come again until you did so. And when I heard your voice just now my heart---"




  "I know, I know," Greigstein murmured sympathetically, "that was the promise. Now tell me the story of the girl's disappearance."




  "A mystery," Lady Stanmere cried, "like everything connected with this house. She came mysteriously, late at night, with a brief note to the effect that her father's life was in danger and that I was to give her shelter. I can see her now, as she stood in the hall with those beautiful sightless blue eyes turned on me intuitively. She knew nothing, she could tell me nothing except that her father was alive. And I took her to my starved heart; and for two years I was quite happy."




  A tear or two stood in Lady Stanmere's eyes. Greigstein lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it.




  "Then, I understand she disappeared again," he said.




  "As mysteriously as she came. She went for a walk in the park, a walk that she had learnt by heart. She never came back again, but an hour or two afterwards a stranger left a card for me, saying Mary had gone, and that as I valued the peace and future of our house I was to do nothing."




  "And you consulted old Martlett, of course?"




  "I did. His advice to me was to do just as I was told. What could a helpless old woman like myself, strangled in these mysteries, do? But if you know anything---"




  "I know something, but not much. Accident has placed a clue in my hands. For reasons which will be obvious to you, I am in humble guise in London at present. My single room is in Pant-street, from which charming locality I go to teach German in a school. Beneath me lodge a charming young couple, by name Stevenson. They are the son and daughter of the late vicar here."




  "This is very interesting," Lady Stanmere murmured.




  "So it occurred to me. I have made friends with these young people. I have even put money in their way, for they are very poor. Now, tell me, did these Stevensons know your niece by any chance?"




  "I don't see how they possibly could," Lady Stanmere said, thoughtfully, "seeing that they left the vicarage some time before Mary first arrived here."




  "Which only serves to heighten the mystery and make it more interesting," Greigstein replied. "Now, a few nights ago, young Stevenson had a queer sort of adventure. There can be no doubt that he was in close contact with both your---but we need not go into that."




  Greigstein paused in some confusion. There was just a gleam of suspicion and anger in the glance that Lady Stanmere gave him.




  "You are concealing something from me," she said.




  "Well, I am," Greigstein replied, coolly. "With your gracious permission I propose to go on doing so for the present. Now, young Stevenson told me part of the adventure. He little guessed what a mine of information he had tapped for me. Mixed up in that adventure was a photograph. I saw that photograph with my own eyes. And it was a photography quite recently taken of your niece Mary."




  The silken mesh fell from Lady Stanmere's hands. The agitation of those long, slim fingers told a tale of silent suffering. But there was a hope in her eyes now that made the white face beautiful.




  "You are certain," she asked. "But you could not make a mistake. Strange that Mary should have made friends with people from our own parish. Then you really have solved the mystery?"




  "Not yet. You must have patience. Your niece was no friend of these young people. By a judicious question or two I elicited the fact that the photograph in question had come quite by accident into Dick Stevenson's hands. The boy knows very little, but his sympathies have been enlisted on the side of those whose interest it is to keep the matter secret."




  "Then he declined to tell you?"




  "Absolutely. For the present we must leave things as they are. Your niece is safe and happy. Later on I may bring her back to you. But you must have patience. Lady Stanmere, you are attached to this place?"




  Lady Stanmere looked across the lake to the silence of the green woods beyond. Her eyes filled with tears.




  "God knows I am," she said. "It's all that remains to me, my dear old home and the recollection of the early days."




  "And yet there is mystery here. Even you dare not inquire whence comes the mysterious prosperity that has built up the future of the family again. And in that strange hidden fortune the disappearance of your niece plays its part. Mind you, I don't know for certain, I can only surmise. Therefore we must proceed slowly. Of course, I could force the truth, but at the same time I might bring about an explosion that would lay Stanmere in ruins."




  Lady Stanmere threw up her hands in a helpless gesture.




  "As you please," she said. "I am utterly helpless. Only bring Mary back to me, give me something to love and care for. This place is very dear to me, but there are times when I am utterly lonely."




  Greigstein kissed the slim fingers once more. A little while later, and he had forgotten everything of his mission and his own stormy past, in the heart-whole pursuit of a saffron-hued butterfly. It was characteristic of the man that he could give himself over, heart and soul, to those gentle pursuits.




  The butterfly was captured presently on the terrace before the house. A horrified footman demanded to know if the intruder was aware of the fact that he was trespassing. Greigstein meekly admitted the fact.




  "Then you'd better be off, my man," the footman said loftily. "And mind as I don't ketch you 'ere again."




  Greigstein went off meekly enough, and filled with a proper awe of the gorgeous footman. Relieved of that inspiring presence he could afford to laugh.




  "Not a bad day's work," he said. "She has forgiven me, which is much. And, really, that is a very fine specimen of the 'clouded yellow.'"




  IX --- "THE TIGER MOTH"




  

    Table of Contents

  




  "And so I am going to be left to the beauties of Pant-street and my butterflies," said Greigstein, pulling meditatively at his cigarette. "Miss Molly, I shall be desolate. Herr Dick, do not forget your old friend when you are famous."




  Dick replied that it would be a long process. It was the last night he and Molly would be in Pant-street, a hot, airless night that brought the moisture shining on the faces of them all. To-morrow they would be in a pretty, sweet-smelling place of their own.




  "And do you give us an occasional thought from your butterflies," Molly laughed. "You pretend to bewail our loss, and you have been out every night this week after your specimens. Again this evening."




  "I must," Greigstein protested. "I go as I have done constantly of late, to Cambria Square. Positively I am on the track of a new specimen. In the gardens I shall capture him. An ugly, cruel, treacherous moth, but absolutely essential to my collection."




  Two little sparks gleamed in Greigstein's eyes. At the same time he leaned back smiling in his chair, watching the blue smoke drift upwards. A collecting case was on the table by his side. Molly opened it playfully.




  "But there is a revolver in here," she cried. "Surely you don't collect even the most dangerous of moths with a revolver?"




  Greigstein smiled. Dick regarded him fixedly.




  "A penny for your thoughts, Herr Dick," he exclaimed.




  "They were professional," Dick replied. "I was wishing that I knew your life's history. It is a fascinating discovery for a novelist to make, that a harmless collector of fera-natura goes out hunting in London squares with a revolver."




  Again the steely points in Greigstein's eyes flashed.




  "And I," he cried, "would give much to wipe out the past and stand as you do. Good-night, my dear young friends. I invite myself to breakfast with you to-morrow. Meanwhile, my moth may be waiting."




  He went off coolly enough, whistling an air as he went. Through the dark streets he took his way to Cambria Square. As he crossed over to the gardens a clock somewhere struck the hour of midnight. A policeman passing by touched his hat to the German. Evidently the two had met before. Then Greigstein sat down on the edge of the pavement, and proceeded to pull a pair of galoshes over his boots. He took a key from his pocket and proceeded to open the big iron gates leading into the gardens. The hinges slipped back noiselessly as if they had been oiled lately.




  Once inside, there was no occasion for further secrecy. The big trees and the closely planted shrubs made a perfect screen. Yet Greigstein crept along noiselessly, as if fearful lest the breaking of a twig should scare away his quarry.




  He crept along in the same cat-like manner until he reached the railings near the spot of Dick Stevenson's adventure. Then he lay at full length behind a laurel bush and waited patiently. He fumbled intuitively for his cigarette case, but abandoned the longing for tobacco with a sigh.




  He waited patiently for an hour or more, listening intently to any passing sound. Then a shadow hovered before the railings and another figure crept through into the gardens by means of the railing that moved.




  "Ah," Greigstein muttered, "so I have got my tiger moth!"




  The figure came along, actually stepping on the back of the German's hand as he passed. The latter was on his feet in a moment. His arms shot out and the cold blue rim of a revolver barrel was pressed against the intruder's neck.




  "Don't stir," Greigstein whispered. "As you value your precious and estimable existence, don't stir an inch. Oh, yes, it is a revolver you feel against you right enough. Go down on your knees."




  The stranger obeyed. He seemed absolutely overcome by fear or surprise.




  "Well, now I proceed to place these spectacles over your eyes. They fit tight by means of extra springs. For the purpose of ocular display they are not a success, seeing that the lenses are of ground glass. Now permit me to take your arm and lead you from here. If you try to give an alarm---"




  The pause was ominous. The other man gave no sign, though Greigstein could feel his arm quivering. Presently they were walking rapidly along the deserted streets, stopping and turning and crossing the road as danger threatened. At length Greigstein dexterously piloted his capture into his own room, locking the door behind him.




  "Now, my tiger moth," he said, jubilantly, and speaking for the first time in his natural voice, "now my scorpion, take off those glasses."




  The glasses were snatched off and flung violently across the room. A tall man with a fine face and noble presence stood confessed. But the thin lips and shifty eyes detracted from the first favorable impression; there was a nasty red shade in the eyes, a certain restless movement of the hawk-like fingers.




  "Von Wrangel," he exclaimed, "I might have guessed it. Always florid, always theatrical. If you had taken the trouble to send for me---"




  "You would not have come, Stephen," Greigstein said quietly. "Besides, I did not know your address. By accident I heard that you were to be found some of these nights near Cambria Square, therefore I waited for you. Only force could have compelled your presence."




  "But no force can compel me to speak."




  "You will tell me everything that I desire to know," Greigstein said. "Bah, I have only to hold up my hand and you are no more than an empty husk of corn by the wayside. A word or a sign and you are a dead body floating on the Thames. For the sake of your good name and the noble race you belong so, I am here in London little better than an outcast. You betrayed us, and you betrayed those who were against the cause. And because of that your father drowned himself in the lake at Stanmere. You nearly killed your mother---she would be dead now if she only shared our knowledge. Bah, you will tell me all that I desire to learn, and you know it."




  The other man muttered something. He was palpably ill at ease.




  "Go on," he said, "and get it over. I don't suppose my society is any more congenial to you than yours is to me. Speak out."




  "I am coming to it. Sit down and smoke. I shall not detain you long; I shall say nothing of your search, which is doomed to be unsuccessful. It is of the past that I desire knowledge. What have you done with the girl?"




  "What girl? If you are alluding to Mary---"




  "Of course I am. How a pure white soul like hers ever came---But I need not touch that. And when your mother came to love her you took her away cruelly without a word. Of all the cruel, dastardly things you ever did---"




  "Stop!" the other cried. His voice rang clear and loud. "With all my faults I loved that child. She was everything to me. In her presence I was another man; of my past she guessed nothing. When the time came that I could have her back with me, I sought her. And she had vanished."




  "Vanished?" Greigstein said, hoarsely. "Dog! if you dare lie to me---"




  "Before God I am telling the truth, Von Wrangel. I can look you in the face and say it again and again. I know not where the child has gone. I have laid my cherished vengeance aside to find her. Aye, I would go down on my knees to you if you would tell me where Mary is now."




  Greigstein had no reply. The cigarette fell from his fingers, and smouldered unheeded on the floor. The man spoke no more than the truth.




  "For once in my life," Greigstein said, slowly, "I am utterly and hopelessly beaten."




  X --- POLICY OF SILENCE
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  Dick Stephenson, face to face with Mr. Spencer in the 'Record' office, could say nothing for a time. Surely his new-found friend must recognise him for the man who had done him a single service so short a time ago. But there was absolutely no sign of recognition in Spencer's eyes.




  Well, it did not much matter. Dick's plain policy was to be discreet. He would hold the secret of the adventure close, and some day it could be turned to account. He waited now for Spencer to speak.




  "Tell me about yourself," the latter said, presently. "Do not be afraid. I, too, have known what it is to be poor."




  Dick spoke freely enough. Spencer might have been a mystery, there might be something terribly wrong about his past, but his was a face that most men would trust. And as Dick told his history he felt that his companion was following him with the deepest interest and attention.




  "The old story," he said, kindly. "All you want is a start. It is good work that you have done for us, but, unfortunately, there are so many journalists nowadays who can do good general work. I am going to send you into the assistant editor's office, there to make yourself useful. I can give you £300 a year, and as to the rest, why, that is in your hands."




  Dick tried to say something and failed. He had not expected anything like this. The realisation of a score of fond dreams was possible now. He could get Molly away from Pant-street without delay. For the present they would rent a furnished cottage. They might even get back to Stanmere again. Manby Junction was only a mile from the village, and there were plenty of trains.




  Dick came out of his reveries to the knowledge that his benefactor was speaking. As he looked about the room his eyes caught sight of a large photograph of Stanmere House. Spencer followed the glance.




  "Do you know that place?" he asked.




  "I was born there," Dick said, with a shaky voice. "My father was rector of the parish for twenty years. Ah, if I could only get back there!"




  "Bless my soul," Spencer cried. "You are the son of my old---"




  "Then you, too, know Stanmere!" Dick interrupted eagerly.




  "I never said so," Spencer responded coldly. There was something furtive in his eyes now, a suggestion of fear, of having said too much. "I---I was nearly buying the place once. You must excuse me, but I am on the verge of one of my forgetful fits again."




  He passed his hand across his eyes wearily. The next moment he seemed to be trying to look into Dick's very soul.




  "I was trying to recall what I know of Stanmere," he said. "I knew the district well as a boy; in fact, I used to go there in my schooldays and look for white heather on the uplands behind the Warren. An old friend of mine had a cottage there, called 'Shepherd's Spring.'"




  Dick gave an exclamation of delight. Just for the moment he had forgotten that he was talking business in a great newspaper office. The beauties of the rolling landscape were before his eyes now, he could see the fertile valley and the great sheets of purple heather with the sombre pines and the no-man's-land beyond.




  "I know the country blindfold," Dick said. "I could take you right through those bogs and soft spots at midnight. I could hide there and baffle my pursuers for a month. I could---"




  Dick paused, for Spencer's eyes were blazing. His face was working with an excitement that was almost painful.




  "Ah, to be sure," he said hoarsely. He was pacing up and down the office now. "One would like to be there, of course. One could double and twist and turn and none be any the wiser. Boy, can I really honestly trust you?"




  "I try to be like my father," Dick said, simply.




  "And he was a good man. Mind you, I didn't say that I knew him. I dare say that you could manage it. There are plenty of trains and a good road from the junction. I could get Fisher to see that you were not kept late."




  All this with more or less incoherent words and excited gestures. Heaven alone knew what strong emotions were passing through the man's mind. Presently he grew more calm and dropped into his seat with the air of one physically exhausted.




  "I see what you are longing for," he said. "You want to get away from the miserable street where you are and into the country. I will arrange with Mr. Fisher that you can leave the office pretty early. You shall take your sister away for the summer at any rate, and I will place Shepherd's Spring at your disposal. As a matter of fact, it belongs to me. I bought it for the sake of quietness after a long illness."




  Dick said something, he hardly knew what. He seemed suddenly to have blundered into a country of fairy surprises. And yet at the same time he could not rid himself of the feeling that he was playing a part in a drama, he was a subordinate piece on a chessboard where a tremendous game was going on.




  "The place is small, but well furnished," Spencer said. He was quite cool and matter-of-fact now. "You will find everything you want there, and should easily manage with one servant. No, you must not thank me, because some day you may be able to repay me."




  He glanced at his watch, an indication that the interview was finished and that the man of money had greater interests in hand.




  "I will," Dick said, passionately. "Anything I can do for you, sir, I will. You have taken a great weight from my heart, and I will serve you as man was never served before. I can be discreet and silent, I can---"




  He paused, a little ashamed of himself. Spencer smiled.




  "You can't buy friends," he said. "Yes, I think I can trust you. I will arrange for your duties with my editor, Mr. Fisher. If you go around to Mr. Marlett's, 66 Lincoln's Inn, to-morrow, and say you came from me, he will give you the key of Shepherd's Spring. And now I must ask you to say good-night."




  Spencer touched the bell, his face grew keen and alert; he was the rigorous man of business once more before Dick had time to leave the office.




  XI --- WHITE HEATHER
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  "I shall wake up presently and find it is all a dream," Molly said, with her face turned to the blue sky. "Dick, to think that a week should make all the difference to our fortunes! Already Pant-street has become a vague memory."




  Dick was lying on his back on a patch of purple heather and listening to the hum of the bees. The air was crisp and pure. Down below lay the valley with its golden patches of cornland. In a belt or trees Stanmere nestled. High up were the great woods and the stretches of heather, and behind again a desolate land of ravine and rock and bog and larch, where no man ventured after dark unless he was born to the soil. But Dick had had the benefit of twenty years' personal acquaintance with the place, and it was no idle boast of his that he could find his way over the moor blindfold.




  Down in a little hollow in the centre of a shady garden lay Shepherd's Spring. Dick had the key in his pocket, but they had not entered yet. But all their belongings lay outside the gate, and a freshly engaged maidservant mounted guard over it. It was quite impossible to think about the house yet, for Dick and Molly had a thousand sweet old associations to renew.




  They stayed there on the heath pointing this and that spot out to one another till Molly's eyes grew dim, and she had to use her handkerchief. When Dick produced a lunch basket, a hearty meal was partaken of in spite of the wasps. There was zeal about that luncheon that neither of them ever forgot.




  "I want to dance and shout and sing," Molly cried. "And I shall have you here from now till Monday morning. And there is a sprig of white heather!"




  She darted on it, and placed it in her hat. The cream white coralled bloom was all that was needed to make her happiness complete. Dick was more sober. Perhaps he was a little frightened at his sudden good fortune.




  "Let us go into the house," he said. "I'm just a trifle fay, as the Scotch say. I don't know, Molly, but we are on the verge of tremendous events, and I am chosen for one of the puppets in the drama. Let us see the cottage."




  The garden was trim and tidy, for it had been seen to regularly. Inside the rooms were small, and Spencer's estimate that they were well furnished was a modest statement, for the place was luxuriously appointed. There were fine carpets and pictures and statues, old china and Empire furniture, oak and Chippendale, and Adam and the like. Dick gasped as he looked at the drawing-room.




  "Have you seen a ghost?" Molly asked.




  "Well, something like it," Dick admitted. "This room has given me quite a turn. It is smaller, but it is furnished exactly like the drawing-room in Cambria Square where I first met my dear little blind girl."




  "Something resembling, you mean?"




  "Absolutely the same. The same small tables and the vases and glasses for flowers. When you have filled them all with blossoms the likeness will be marvellous. Molly, what does all this mean?"




  No lucid explanation came to the bewildered Molly. The two seemed to have blundered into the heart of a mystery like a dark, unfamiliar landscape that from time to time was illuminated by a flash of lightning. Every day seemed to bring some fresh surprise.




  "It maddens me," Dick cried. "Just think of the extraordinary patchwork of adventures that I have had lately, and how inexplicable they are, and how they fit together. If that man has deliberately led us into trouble---"




  "But it does not seem possible," Molly urged. "Mr. Spencer has a great reputation. He has been very kind to you, and you say he has a noble face."




  "So he has," Dick admitted, "but---"




  "But me no buts, sir. It was by the purest accident that you became of service to Mr. Spencer. And see how kind he has been to you."




  "And yet I am certain he had some deep design when he offered me this place. If you had only seen how his eyes lighted up and how he talked to himself! I tell you, it was a sudden inspiration."




  "And a very good one for us," Molly laughed. "Oh, I admit the mystery, which, my dear boy, is no business of ours. Mr. Spencer chooses to keep his daughter to himself, and you are warned to keep clear and think no more about the matter."




  "I shall never forget that pathetic, beautiful face and those blue eyes," Dick said. "And I am glad to think she has been here."




  "My dear Dick, what do you mean?"




  "Sherlock Holmes," Dick smiled. "She has told me that she needed no eyes so far as her own room was concerned. This room would not be a replica of the one in Cambria Square unless blind Mary had been here. Here is the foundation of a novel, if I could only get to the bottom of it."




  "Meanwhile I have something more practical to do," said Molly. "Give a hand, Dick, so that we can have a walk after tea with a clear conscience."




  It was a glorious ramble after tea through that lovely familiar country, down through the leafy silence of the warren, where every step held some precious association, and back again by way of the Stanmere woods and through the breast-high bracken home. Then they rested for a moment, silent for the time being.




  The silence was broken presently by a sharp voice, followed by one pitched in a rusty key like the creaking of a door. Down the drive under the beeches towards Stanmere two men were walking, apparently discussing some point of the deepest interest. They passed Dick and his sister quite unconscious of their presence.




  "Herr Greigstein," Molly exclaimed. "Greigstein in Harris tweeds, looking like a large landed proprietor. It is quite apparent that he is not down here for the pleasure of our society. Who is the little man with the face of dried parchment. He looks like Mr. Tulkinghorn---the traditional receptacle for family secrets."




  Dick nodded approvingly.




  "You have got it," he said. "That is Mr. Martlett, of Lincoln's Inn, the old lawyer from whom I got the keys of our cottage. The drama progresses, Molly. I wonder what part I am cut for---the fool or the hero?"




  XII --- MR. MARTLETT
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  A little way down the road Greigstein stopped and said something to his rusty-looking companion, then he turned aside from the main road and disappeared into the woods. The small man with the parchment face and the inscrutable expression sauntered on thoughtfully till he reached the lodge gates of Stanmere. With his hands behind him he strolled along very much with the air of one who possesses the place. The butler who answered the ring fell into an attitude of deference before the little man in the rusty black, for this was Mr. James Martlett, the family lawyer, and a power in the land.




  Nobody knew anything about Mr. Martlett, who he was or whence he came, but most people knew that he was an exceedingly rich lawyer, who for the last thirty years had lived dingily in Lincoln's Inn.




  A close, secretive, furtive man, who said very little, but that little to the point. Many a family secret reposed in that unemotional breast, many a great house on the verge of ruin had found safety in Martlett's capable hands. But he would always have his own way, and nothing would deviate him from his course. His clear grey eyes seemed to read everything. There was a sense of power about the man. The Stanmere butler was a great personage, but even he deemed it best to be deferential to Mr. James Martlett.




  "I've come down to dine and sleep, Goss," he said, calmly. "See that my things are put out in my bedroom, and let her ladyship know that I have arrived. I don't suppose that I shall be in to tea."




  Goss intimated that all these things should be done. He hoped that Mr. Martlett had had a pleasant journey from town. Dinner was at eight as usual. Her ladyship was at present in her room. Martlett strolled away with his hands still behind him. He inspected the lawns and the gravelled walks carefully, even the Scotch head gardener was polite to him. Then he went on, as if aimlessly, across the park and up the slopes of purple heather until he came at length to Shepherd's Spring. With the same air of possession upon him he walked into the house. In the hall Molly was arranging some flowers, and Dick was watching her approvingly.




  "So you young people have found your way here," Martlett said in a voice that sounded like the creaking of a rusty hinge. "How are you both? Dick Stevenson, I am very much displeased with you. When your father died I wound up his affairs for him. Contrary to my usual custom, I made no charge for so doing. Why didn't you come and see me in London?"




  "Because he is too proud," Molly laughed. "Like most people, Dick is a little afraid of you. On the contrary, I am not in the least afraid, though it happens I have never seen you before. There! What do you think of that, sir?"




  She stooped and laid her fresh cool lips to the lawyer's crackled face. Martlett came as near to a smile as he permitted himself.




  "Dick called for the keys," he said, "actually called for the keys of this house, and never asked to see me. He never told my friend Spencer that we were old acquaintances. Now, there's pride for you! And yet you would never have had the offer of Shepherd's Spring if it had not been for me."




  "That's very kind of you," Dick said, gratefully. "But we didn't want anybody to know---"




  "That you were not the great genius that you took yourself to be, therefore you preferred to starve in London. I had my eye on you. And if there is one thing I admire more than another it is grit and determination. But you are all right; you should get on now."




  Dick had not the slightest doubt about it. The little man with his hands behind his back eyed him critically. He was pulling the strings of all the puppets in the drama. He chose his figures deliberately, and the specimen before him pleased the old lawyer exceedingly.




  "It is a charming little house, and I trust you will be happy here," he said. "Only you must be careful not to lose yourself in those bogs over yonder. They tell me there are some horrible places in the woods beyond the Warren."




  "And I know every inch of it," Dick cried. "Give me a supply of provisions and I could defy a regiment of detectives for a month there. I don't suppose anybody knows the lower moorland paths besides myself, now."




  Mr. Martlett was deeply interested. There was something subtle about Dick's suggestion. He insisted upon having it all explained to him outside.




  "It appeals to me," he cried. His eyes gleamed with an unusual fire. "Now, suppose you had to hide somebody here, somebody in peril of the law. The police are hot on his track. You mean to say you could baffle them?"




  Dick responded eagerly. He proceeded to draw a map like the web of a spider on the garden path. He knew a hut at a certain part where nobody had been for years, a hut low down in a ferny hollow. There was no known pathway to it, its existence was forgotten.




  "I know every blade of grass by the way," Dick said. "I learnt the moorland by heart from the last of the old shepherds. Sheep are not kept here now, because people are afraid of losing them. When I was young and longed to be a pirate the old hut beyond the moss bog used to be my ship, you see."




  But Martlett was no longer listening. The fire had died out of his eyes, his mind seemed to be fixed on other problems. He came to himself with an uneasy kind of laugh as he met Dick's injured gaze.




  "I am more interested than you imagine," he said. "My dear boy, you fancy that you are here by the accident, of a happy circumstance. Nothing of the kind. There are great interests at stake, and I am the general directing them. But I am old, and my nerves are not what they were, and I may want strength and courage and audacity to rely upon. Our conversation may seem trivial to you now, but the time may come when you will recall it vividly. Are you sure you can do what you say?"




  Martlett's voice sank to a hoarse whisper. His hand had fallen on Dick's arm and crooked upon it with a nervous grip.




  "I spoke no more than the truth, sir," Dick said, quietly.




  "Good boy, good boy! Permit me to take a pinch of snuff. Nothing is so soothing to the nerves. If you serve those who would be your friends, there is a fine fortune before you. And don't be too curious as to our friend Greigstein."




  Martlett passed down the garden path, leaving Dick to his own bewildered thoughts. The little shuffling man in the rusty black seemed to know everything. Certainly he was on the best terms with himself as he tied his old fashioned cravat and donned his quaint dress clothes an hour or so later.




  He passed down the wide old staircase into the drawing-room in time to open the door for Lady Stanmere. There was quite a bouquet in the flavor of his manners---courtly, chivalrous, but ever with the suggestion of power. He had it now as he bent over Lady Stanmere's hand. He never lost it as he stood there chatting over a variety of general topics. The place was looking charming; Goss had informed him that the trout fishing had been good---to all of which Lady Stanmere replied timidly with her eyes on the clock.




  Dinner was served at length---a long, elaborate meal, with a fine show of old silver and Venetian glass, the artistic beauty of which appealed to Martlett much, as if it had been Dutch delf. A simple chop and a glass of port would have sufficed him. The oaken wall, with their pictures and armor, the pools of light from shaded lamps, and the banks of flowers, passed unheeded. Dessert was over at length, and then Goss handed the lawyer a box of cigars and a cedar-spill.




  "Have I your permission, my lady?" Martlett asked.




  Lady Stanmere bowed. The little ceremony lost none of its flavour by lapse of years. A faint blue cloud drifted across the banks of flowers. Lady Stanmere played nervously with her wineglass, empty as it was.




  "I received your most amazing letter," she said. "We are under a great debt to you, a very great debt indeed, sir, that---"




  "But your ladyship imagines that I am going too far. That is a perfectly natural idea. When I made the suggestion that---"




  "Suggestion! It was a positive command."




  Martlett bowed. Nothing seemed to disturb his equanimity.




  "Hardly that," he said. "You wrote to me that you had made a discovery. You were aware to a certain extent what had become of a certain young lady. Von Wrangel, otherwise Greigstein, had seen her photograph in the hands of a young man who had lodged under the same roof as our valuable German friend. I am sorry that you received Von Wrangel at all. Surely your family has suffered enough at his hands. Not that I doubt his good intentions. There was your son Stephen, for instance. I have my own suspicions as to Stephen's character."




  "Which are not very favorable," Lady Stanmere said, bitterly.




  "Well, madam, they are not. Truth compels me to state that I know no more unmitigated scoundrel than Stephen. But all this is beside the point. If I had seen Von Wrangel a day or two sooner you would never have heard about that photograph. I wish I could tell you everything, but the secret is not entirely mine. It may seem strange, perhaps dramatic, but the greatest misfortune that could overtake your house now would be to have your niece back under your roof again."




  The words fell with cold and clear distinctness from Martlett's lips. Lady Stanmere regarded him with astonished eyes. Above all things Martlett was practical. He spoke now like the stage lawyer of melodrama.




  "You are playing with me," Lady Stanmere cried. The long slim hands were trembling, her rings streamed like unsteady fire. "What harm could it do?"




  "I repeat, I cannot tell you," Martlett replied. "Be advised by me, think what I have done for you. Only a few years since and the house was on the verge of ruin. And look at it now. I pledge you my word that the child shall come back some day. If you defy me in the matter you will never cease to regret it. If you elect to do so the work of years will be lost."




  Martlett's voice sank to a hoarse, whisper. The stem of a wineglass snapped in his fingers, but he did not heed. Evidently the man was terribly in earnest. It seemed strange, almost incredible, that the presence or absence of a blind girl should make all this terrible difference to the family fortunes.




  "The girl is the heart of the mystery," Martlett went on. "She came to you mysteriously, she vanished in the same way. The girl is pure and good and an angel, and she knows as little of the intrigues about her. And now your ladyship will be good enough to promise me that you will take no further steps in the matter."




  Lady Stanmere bowed. She did not care to trust herself to words. Martlett rose and offered his arm with old-fashioned courtesy. His manner was deferential, he might have been overcome with a sense of the honour conferred upon him. There was a queer, dry smile on his lips as he returned to the dining-room. He drew up an easy chair by the fireplace and rang the bell.




  "You were pleased to want something, sir," Goss asked.




  "I was," Martlett said. "Within a few minutes there will be a man here asking to see Lady Stanmere. He looks like a gentleman, Goss, but in these matters appearances are apt to be terribly deceptive. When this man comes show him in here without a word of explanation. And then---"




  "Yes, sir," Goss murmured, as Martlett paused. "And then, sir?"




  "Well, then you can close the door carefully behind you and keep an eye on the place."




  XIII --- BLACKMAIL
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  Martlett lay back dreamily contemplating the loves of the angels as depicted on the ceiling of the dining room, as if that fine artistic effort had been the crowning work of his career. In a way he had built up the fortunes of Stanmere, and yet this dry practical lawyer was one of the central figures in one of the strangest romances ever known.




  And the work was not finished yet, though Stanmere was once more a fine, almost free property. Martlett and another had built it up step by step, and the fascinating process was no less fragrant because the house of cards might be knocked down at any moment. Resolution and tact were required, and the exercise of that delicate finesse which the soul of the lawyer loved.




  He did not look very much as if he were waiting for an antagonist who might at moment ruin the whole beautiful scheme. It was a dangerous antagonist, but that did not prevent Martlett from getting the full flavour of his tobacco. He smiled grimly as he heard the clang of the door bell. Almost immediately Goss entered the dining room stiff and dignified, with his nose in the air, as if he smelt something unpleasant.




  "The person you spoke of, sir," he said. "Party of the name of Venner."




  "A gentleman named Venner, confound you," a swaggering voice said. "But when your ladyship has had as much to do with---"




  The door closed with more force than the immaculate Goss generally employed, and the new-comer came to an abrupt pause. His easy swagger vanished, he stood with an uneasy grin on his face.




  A handsome, cunning brutal face; a face lighted by shifty grey eyes, a face coarsened and hardened by dissipation. The man was tall and well set up, but his swaggering air was a veneer: he had bully written all over him. His dress, too, was fashionable, with a touch of caricature in it. A certain staginess clung like scent to the man.




  "Well, Venner," Martlett said, in his dry way. He looked up with the end of his cigar between his fingers. "So you came to see Lady Stanmere? As matter of fact you are not going to see Lady Stanmere."




  "Oh, indeed," Vernier sneered. "We shall see about that."




  "We shall indeed. What are you going to do with that chair?"




  "What does a man generally do with a chair? Sit on it, of course."




  "You are not going to sit down. I do not choose to be a vis-a-vis with a scoundrel of a valet who has just served a term of imprisonment. If you try that on again I'll have you flung from the house by a footman."




  All very quietly spoken and in a low voice. But the lawyer's face was hard and his eyes steely. The other man laughed uneasily. But during the rest of the interview he stood, moving restlessly from one foot to the other.




  "My wife put you up to this," he growled. "My angel wife, my dove-eyed partner who calls herself Nurse Cecilia. When I---I came back to London---"




  "By the way of Portland and Wormwood Scrubbs?"




  "Never mind that. I hastened back to the partner of my joys and sorrows. You can imagine my anxiety to see her---"




  "With a view to something---strictly temporary---in the way of a loan."




  Venner stepped from one leg to the other again.




  "I didn't got it," he muttered, "not a penny. She said that I was the cross she had to bear. She offered me food and shelter till I could find some honest living, but on the currency question she was firm. Then I lost my temper and was fool enough to tell Cecily that down here there were chances. You couldn't have got to know my game in any other way."




  "All the same I did," Martlett replied. "Now listen to me. For over five years we have been free of you. In five years many things have happened."




  "Ay, ay. The house of Stanmere has got prosperous for one thing."




  "It has. Exceedingly prosperous. We have money to spare now, money to go into your pocket if necessary. You smile. Oh, I know your power. It is possible for a dirty, cowardly scoundrel like you to bring disgrace upon this house. If our penal laws were not so unhappily strict I should know how to act. In Corsica, for instance, I should give some bravo twenty pounds to put a knife between your ribs. In so doing I should look confidently for the applause of society. In this effete country one has to buy off men like you."




  Venner's grey eyes gleamed. Martlett was coming to business at last.




  "The question is," the lawyer went on, "what do you know?"




  "And a fair question too. I know that my master, Mr. Paul, is hiding away somewhere in London."




  Martlett nodded and glanced critically at his cigar. The fencing was beginning in earnest now. The keen intellect was aroused.




  "I hate Mr. Paul," Venner went on. "I should never have known the inside of a gaol but for him. He put me aside when he could have told a lie or two to save me, and he started on what he called a new life. And when I came out of an American prison I started to hunt for him. There is still that warrant out for him across the water for murder. It would be a nice thing to see a Stanmere hanged for a crime like that. Revenge I wanted, revenge I craved for. But what is revenge compared with money!"




  "What, indeed?" Martlett asked, sententiously. "Go on."




  "Well, I got into trouble again, and my wife put me off the scent once. She can never forget that her father had a small farm on this Stanmere Estate."




  "Your wife is a good and true woman, Venner."




  "Oh, of course," Vernier sneered. "But I am on the track of my man now, and when I have hunted him down I shall state my terms. If I asked you, I should be told that Mr. Paul in dead, which would be a lie, my old fox. When I am sure of my game I shall want ten thousand pounds."




  "You will never have so many pence, Venner."




  "Oh, yes I shall. Mr. Stephen will be good for something for the credit of my family. Mr. Stephen has turned respectable. Mr. Stephen lives in Cambria Square with his daughter in a style that isn't done for nothing; Mr. Stephen lies low and takes his walks abroad at night, as gentlemen frequently have to do who dabble too much in shady European politics."




  Mr. Martlett smiled approvingly at the end of his cigar. He had every scrap of information that the bully had to offer him. Like most of his class, the man talked too fast. He had said more in the last few minutes than Martlett could have hoped to pump out of him in an hour. His face hardened.




  "Now listen to me," he said. "For the present you can do nothing; for the present you are perfectly harmless. When you find your man it will be time enough to come here with your threats. But I warn you that you stand on dangerous ground. There are tremendous interests at stake here with which you cannot be allowed to interfere. Perhaps you may compel me to purchase your silence later on, ay, but the proof must be clear. I know your past life like an open book. There are three charges upon which I could have you arrested at any moment. And if you dare to write one line or one word to Lady Stanmere I'll lay you by the heels before a day is over your head."




  Venner would have threatened, only his courage failed. For the present, at any rate, he was going to get nothing here. And, quite imprudently, he had laid out his last five shillings in his return journey to Stanmere. It was very hard, so hard that the tears of self-pity were very near the surface.




  "If you would not mind advancing me a few pounds," he said, with a servile manner that caused Martlett to smile. "Say five pounds, sir. I've got a little scheme on hand that in the course of a few days---"




  "Not a farthing," said Martlett. "If you are penniless, so much the better." He had his hand on the bell, and Goss, with his nose still suspicious of unsavoury odours, appeared. "Goss, show this fellow out. And if he comes again bang the door in his face. If that does not suffice, duck him in the lake. You need not be in the least afraid of the consequences."




  The door closed again, and Martlett carefully selected another cigar. It was a piece of reckless dissipation on his part.




  "So the deception works," he said to himself. "It was the only way of keeping that fellow in the dark. Did ever such tremendous interests before rest on the shoulders of a poor blind girl!"
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    Table of Contents

  




  Turned out into a cold and heartless world, Venner made his way from Victoria Station in an easterly direction. He had nothing in his pockets, the accommodating establishments under the three golden balls were all closed for the night, and his land lady was of a harsh and suspicious nature. Even the bright genius of Horace Venner could see no way out of the difficulty----but one.




  He would go and see his wife. Hunger and thirst---especially the latter---had sharpened his wits, and before he had come to the end of his journey a dozen brilliant lies and plausible excuses for the loan of a sovereign occurred to him. It was cruelly hard work, for he had counted upon seeing Lady Stanmere, who might have been 'good for anything' up to three figures. And now that was entirely a thing of the past. He knew and feared Mr. Martlett too well to disregard his instructions.




  He reached his destination at length, a fairly large house at the back of Southampton square, let out into rooms and suites of rooms. On the second floor he paused, and then passed into a pleasantly furnished little sitting room, which was empty. There was a bedroom beyond, and into this Venner peeped. It was empty, but the gas was not turned down, so the occupant of the rooms could not be far off. Venner knew his wife's careful, thrifty ways.




  He could afford to wait patiently, for the simple reason that he had nowhere else to go, unless good luck were on his side. His predatory eye glanced round the room disapprovingly. There was none of that class of portable property here such as the soul of Mr. Wemmick loved---no watch, no spoons or rings or anything of that kind. A gold watch, now, might have saved a useless discussion.




  Perhaps they were in the bedroom. Women often keep trifles of that kind on their dressing-tables. Venner strolled casually into the bedroom, whistling an air. His heart glowed within him. There was a gold watch there with an inscription upon it, a present from a grateful patient.




  Venner conveyed it to his pocket. The air on his lips grew more gay, and then suddenly stopped altogether. For there were voices in the sitting room, low and hurried voices; a man's, hard and defiant; a woman's, urging and persuading. There was some familiar suggestion about the man, as to the woman, there was no mistake whatever. It was Venner's wife.




  Well, he would wait for developments. If he was caught he would slip the watch back again, and make some excuse for his appearance there. He was listening intently now, for experience told him that though listeners seldom heard any good of themselves they frequently heard ill of other people, and knowledge of human weaknesses is something remunerative.




  "I fancy I managed it all right," the man said. "It was a stroke of genius using your cloak and bonnet in the dark. And of course you passed unmolested. I fancy it quite safe to go now."




  "Not just yet," the woman's voice urged. "Stay a little longer, sir. For the sake of the old days, and Stanmere, don't run into needless danger."




  The listener started joyfully. Here was a piece of amazing luck, luck so stupendous that he could hardly contain himself. He stumbled quite by accident upon the very man out of all the world that he most desired to see. In his own wife's lodgings he had found him.




  Yet there was nothing so wonderful about it, seeing that Cecilia Venner had ever been devoted to the family of Stanmere.




  "But I can't stay," the man said. "I am pretty sure that we baffled them and that the coast is clear. My dear soul, you need not be alarmed."




  "All the same, I am going down into the roadway to see, sir," Nurse Cecilia said. "You can wait at the top of the stairs. It is quite dark there. But, whatever you do, don't go downstairs till I come back."




  "Well, then, I won't. What a loyal little thing you are, to be sure. If all the people about Stanmere had been like you, I might have turned out differently."




  The listener peeped through the crack of the door. He saw his wife creep out, he could make out the outline of the man's figure. There was no mistake about it, the passing years had made changes on hair and features and carriage, but there was the man that Venner longed to see. As the man followed impatiently into the darkness of the landing Venner crept after him. On second thoughts he decided to retain possession of the watch for the present.




  He was safe now, he was quite sure that his quarry had not seen him emerge on the landing. He had only to wait now and to follow, and the £10,000 would be in his grip. The mere thought of it turned him dizzy. There was a footstep on the stairs and a few whispered words. It was all safe evidently. The stranger was in the street at length and Venner close behind him. He could swear to that walk and the swing of those shoulders anywhere. The man in front came presently into Gordon square, silent and deserted now, and then Venner ranged up alongside the figure in front.




  His discoloured teeth showed in a broad grin, he reached out his hand playfully and smote the other on the shoulder.




  "So I've got you at last," he said. "I've had some bits of good luck in my time, but never anything quite so fine as this. Say that you are glad to see me, say that the sight of my rugged, honest face---"




  Venner paused. The man turned and faced him with a cool smile and a face as unbroken as that of an amused child. Venner had expected him to stagger back and cry out, to turn white and stammer for mercy.




  There was nothing of this in the programme. The man with the cool smile flashed out an arm with the suddenness of lightning; there was a sickening sound, and Venner went down headlong to the ground with blood trickling from a cut lip. Only the instinct that it might spoil the game kept him from howling for mercy.




  "Now, don't you try that on with me again," the stranger said with perfect equanimity. "Get up, you rascal. If this had happened in San Francisco---"




  "You are a bold hand, Mr. Paul," Venner said, as he struggled to his feet. "But you shall pay for this a hundred-fold."




  The cool smile faded from the other man's face.




  "Well, I almost fancied that I recognised you," he said. "But my good man, you have made a great mistake. I am not Paul, but the other man. And you are Paul's valet, Horace Venner. There is no mistaking that half-cringing, half-bullying manner of yours. I have known a good many scoundrels in my time, but never a worse than you. And your father was an honest man."




  "So was your father for that matter," Venner said, sullenly.




  The other man laughed silently, as if the joke amused him.




  "You are looking for your master," he said. "Strange to say, I am also looking for your late master. I have been looking for him for years. And when I do meet him there will be an account that will take some wiping out. Where is he?"




  Venner gave a gesture of despair.




  "Goodness knows," he muttered. "I thought I had him here to-night. When I was in---but never mind that. I followed the wrong man. Trust a Stanmere to do queer things. I should prefer Cambria Square; but there is no accounting for tastes."




  "What has Cambria Square got to do with it?"




  Venner executed an ingenious wink expressive of deep cunning.




  "Knowledge is power," he said. "I've seen you coming out of that handsome flat in Cambria Square more than once. You must have had a good stroke of luck lately to be able to afford a place like that. Only it can't be pleasant to have to creep out after dark, like the bats and the cats---what's up?"




  The other man gave a cry, a cry of pain. He staggered back with his hand to his side, his face was ghastly white.




  "An old wound," he said, "I got in New Orleans. The pain is dreadful. You are an excellent scout, Venner, and have a way of nosing out secrets that is marvelous. But I wouldn't say too much about Cambria Square if I were you. Sometimes I am there and sometimes I have missions that take me elsewhere. Good-night."




  "Half a minute sir," Venner said, eagerly. "If you've got a sovereign or two about you---"




  "I haven't got five shillings; I am as poor as you are. And even if circumstances were otherwise I shouldn't help you. You are a pestilential scoundrel, Venner, and I would gladly come to your execution to-morrow. Good-night Venner, I am going back to Cambria Square."




  The speaker turned on his heel and strode rapidly into the darkness. His face was white and set, his eyes gleamed like sullen fire.




  "So I have got it at last," he muttered. "Almost! Confound my impetuosity! I might have got Venner to tell me the number of my flat in Cambria Square."
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  Dick was disposed to make fun of the mystery as he and Molly walked back to Shepherd's Spring, after seeing Mr. Martlett and Greigstein together. The strong, clear air had got into his veins; the knowledge that all this wide, silent beauty was his to share thrilled him. After the weary struggle and the sordid horror of Pant-street, Stanmere was delicious.




  Molly and Dick loitered along till the grey shadows began to creep over the moor, and and the tangled woods faded to a dark mass. The cottage door was open, and the lamplight streamed hospitably out.




  "I am really hungry," Dick cried; "a real healthy hunger; not the dreadful feeling we had in Pant-street. New bread and butter and fresh eggs and tea. Nothing like Arcadia! But that tobacco does not smell Arcadia at all."




  The air of the house was heavy with cigarette smoke. Greigstein was seated in the in the dining room. He was looking wistfully at the table.




  "My young friends, I am delighted," he he cried. "Positively it is useless for you to try and get rid of me. The loneliness of Pant-street is appalling. I could not resist the temptation to run down here."




  Dick looked at Molly and smiled. In the light of recent discoveries they could not take much of a compliment to themselves. And Greigstein looked different---more spruce and far better groomed than usual. Nobody but a West-End tailor could have made the clothes that he was wearing. He did not look in the least like the little German schoolmaster with the taste for butterflies.




  "I have been been on the hunt, of course," he said, "but with poor results. An intelligent labourer tells me there are wondrous winged things of amazing beauty in the bogs over behind the Warren. But as nobody dare venture there, the information is all the more disappointing. I ask for a guide, and and behold! there is none. The last was a boy who used to live here. I demand his name; and do you suppose they told me his name was? Why, Master Dick Stevenson."




  "Behold the man!" Dick laughed. "Come and have some tea."




  Greigstein ate sparingly. He was full of the moorland and its mysterious paths and deep morasses. Would Dick take him there and teach him the paths? He was wildly enthusiastic, but there was something in his eyes that told of a strange earnestness in the matter. Strange that nearly everybody who came along wanted to know something about that mysterious moorland. Was there some treasure hidden there or some crime beyond solution?




  "Oh, we shall see," Dick said. "I'm bored over the moor. My employer is always talking about it, and so is Mr. Martlett. Do you know him?




  "The name seems familiar," Greigstein said, coolly, as he cracked an egg. "Solicitor to the Stanmere estates, I fancy."




  Greigstein's expression was bland and childlike, his glasses twinkled benevolently. He changed the conversation in his light and airy way. He was going to stay till the last train. He had no intention of going away empty handed. If his good friends could give him some supper he would go out afterwards moth-hunting. There was no reason why they should not all go out moth-hunting.




  The moon was a thin crescent in the sky, a long bank of mist lay like a blanket over the Stanmere Woods. They came presently to the avenue leading up to the house with the great forest trees hanging over to the right, past the lake, sleeping now like a great mirror in the dim light.




  Greigstein had abandoned himself entirely to the work of the moment. He was no longer a mysterious German with a fancy for hiding himself in a dingy London purlieu, but an enthusiast. He took from his pocket a bottle containing a slimy-looking liquid.




  "Treacle," he explained. "We smear the trees thus and thus. Nothing draws the moths like that. And presently we shall come back again and collect our prey. I will show you something then!"




  They had grown more silent now, Dick had caught the spirit of the sport. Greigstein produced a lantern from his pocket.




  "I'll push back the slide of this presently," he said. "Then you will see a pretty sight. But here is somebody coming, and we are on private property. I have no wish to be expelled by a zealous menial. We will obliterate ourselves."




  The strange figure came swaggering along up the avenue. He paused for a moment before the tree against which the little party were pressing, and lighted a cigarette. The match illuminated his features with a dull red glow. An almost inarticulate cry came from Molly as the stranger passed.




  "Why did you pinch me like that?" she asked.




  "It was that man's face," Greigstein whispered, hoarsely. "Did you see his features? Of all the cruel nighthawks on the wing now there is none more false or cruel than he."




  Molly shuddered. There was something ominous in Greigstein's words. She and Dick had both seen that face in the red halo of the vesta. A handsome, cruel, shifty face, a face not to be forgotten.




  "It was far better if they had trusted me," Greigstein whispered. Obviously, he was talking to himself, he had entirely forgotten his companions. "Headstrong and rash I may be, but I could have saved this. He was going to the house."




  "A friend of one of the servants, perhaps," Molly suggested.




  "Friend to nobody but himself," Greigstein cried, coming to himself with a start. "He is going to the house. He must not go to the house."




  Greigstein darted away and was lost in the darkness. Molly crept near to Dick, as if fearful of something evil.




  "I shall know that face again," Dick muttered. "I shall never forget it any more."
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  Molly held Dick tightly by the arm. She was not exactly frightened, but recent events were getting on her nerves. She and Dick seemed to have drifted into the heart of a great mystery from whence there appeared to be no avenue of escape. The air was full of a suggestion of tragedy, at every turn the grim phantom loomed. If there had been anything definite to go upon, Molly would have cared less. She was like a young soldier pressing on the enemy in the dark, with the danger all about her and no point at which to strike.




  "I shall dream about that face," she said.




  "Perhaps the sudden glare illuminated its bad points," Dick said. "And no doubt you would have thought less of it had not Greigstein gone off in so mysterious a manner. I'd give sixpence to know who that chap really is."




  "But he was greatly upset," Molly urged. "He was almost frightened. Dick, I think we had better go home."




  Dick hesitated. The artistic temperament is never without its strong leaven of curiosity, and he was anxious to know more. At any rate, they might finish their walk by way of the shrubbery. It was a private path, but they had always been allowed to use it in the days of the late rector. Molly caught Dick's arm again and hastened him on.




  They were almost under the shadow of the house by now. The house loomed above them, the windows were filled with lights. It was hot and still, and the casements were wide open to catch the breeze. Dick lingered, pleased with the artistic beauties of the picture. There was the dining-room with its oak and silver and artistic confusion of dessert upon the table, the shaded lamps flooding the banks of flowers, the glow of red wine in cut-glass vessels.




  "It's all a picture," Dick murmured. "There is nothing in the world more artistic and refined than a well-appointed English home. Look how those paintings---"




  He paused as Molly gripped his arm.




  "Look at the end of the table," the girl said. "Who stands there talking to somebody who is smoking a cigar and reclining in an armchair? His face is in the shadow just for a moment. Ah! now he has moved."




  Dick looked attentively for a moment, then he caught some of Molly's excitement.




  "I can guess," she said, "my instinct tells me. Dick, who was that we saw this afternoon talking to our German friend?"




  "Why, Martlett, of course," Dick replied.




  "Well, it is Mr. Martlett who is in that armchair. I can only see his hands, but I feel quite certain that I am right. Depend upon it, Mr. Martlett is down here to meet that man who seems to be so little at his ease. I should not wonder if he came to see Lady Stanmere and found the family lawyer instead. I wonder if the cloud of mystery and misery will ever lift from this unhappy family?"




  Dick said nothing, he was taking in the scene before him with all his eyes. It was quite wrong, of course, but it suggested many possibilities in the way of a story. Dick looked along the whole facade of the house, past the blank spaces to the drawing-room, the windows of which were open, but nobody appeared to be there.




  "You are quite right, Molly," he said. "It looks perfect, a place to be envied, a place to dream about; but, in our quiet way we are much happier than the poor people here. The larger the house the greater the skeleton. No wonder Lady Stanmere is fond of the quiet harbor by the lake."




  "I am sorry for Lady Stanmere," said Molly. "If I could help her---"




  She paused and started as a figure came apparently out of nowhere. It was impossible to distinguish the outline for a moment after gazing at the lights ahead.




  "No occasion for alarm," Greigstein said. "I have made an absurd mistake. The man we saw was not coming here at all; in fact---"




  "You are wrong," Dick said, coolly. "The fellow is at present in the dining-room yonder, and unless I am greatly mistaken, is having a bad quarter of an hour at the hands of our friend Mr. Martlett."




  "Oh!" the discomfited Greigstein replied. "Bless me, is that so? Under the circumstances of the case we cannot do better than to leave him there. It is no concern of ours."




  "Certainly not of mine!" Dick retorted. "But as to yourself, that seems to be quite another matter. There is too much mystery for my taste here---too much of a suggestion that I am being made use of. You have been a good friend of mine, and I am not ungrateful. But if there is anything wrong---"




  "I swear to you that there is nothing wrong," Greigstein cried. "I swear that I am doing my best for a good and honorable family. I would speak if I only dared, but the secret is not my own. More I can't say."




  "Not even to enlighten us as to your own past?"




  "My past is my own, and I am not ashamed of it," Greigstein said, stiffly. "My dear boy, do not let us quarrel; it would be a great grief to me if there was any coldness between us. You may not believe me, you don't believe in me, but your opinion is not shared by Miss Molly."




  "I am sure you are our good friend," Molly said, sweetly.




  Greigstein bowed. He was silent for a moment, but not for long. There were some trees by the lake that he must positively visit. Then they would go home to supper and spend a pleasant evening. It was impossible to resist Greigstein's good humor and to refuse a laugh over his enthusiasm.




  "But there is far too much noise," the professor said. "We will collect our spoil and examine it in the summer-house by the lake. I love these expeditions; they make one feel like a poacher. Most people have sympathy with poachers."




  Greigstein grabbed the spoil from the trees dexterously. There was one large white moth that moved him to a high degree of excitement. No specimen of that kind had been taken to England for eleven years. Greigstein was diffuse, and dwelt on the subject as the trio moved to the summer-house.




  "Now to give you a lesson," the little German cried. "Hand over the lantern. Dick, will you kindly throw those rays this---Lady Stanmere!"




  The great white moth dropped to the floor, fluttered its wings, and was gone. The light of the lantern fell on the white face and grey hair of Lady Stanmere. She had been sitting there in the darkness all alone. The sorrowful features were a little hard and set just now; the eyes had a haughty look in them.




  "Von Wrangel," she said. There was a painful confusion on Greigstein's face. "Why do you come here? Am I never to be left alone?"




  "I assure you," Greigstein stammered, "I assure you that it was the merest accident. I did not dream anyone would be here to-night. I merely came here to have a look at my specimens. We will go at once---with the deepest of apologies we will retire without delay."




  There was a scarlet flush on the speaker's face; he turned abruptly with a suggestion of bustling his young friends out of the summer-house. Even to a less astute mind than Lady Stanmere's the intention was painfully obvious.




  "Stay a moment," she said. There was a ring of command in her voice. "I am quite certain that nobody is to blame. I was startled and angry for the moment. It is one of my whims to come here on a fine evening---my husband was fond of the place. But I am not quite the recluse you take me for; for instance, I am not so shut up that I fail to recognise these young people as old acquaintances of mine. And we have met before. My dear child, come here."




  Greigstein groaned, and Dick heard him with a certain cynical amusement. The German's confusion and his wild attempt to get them away had not been lost on the astute young man. Molly crossed over to Lady Stanmere, who kissed her tenderly.




  "You have a sweet face," she said, "beautiful and amiable like your mother's, and a certain firmness that suggests your father. I lost a good friend the day he died. So you have come back again here?"




  Molly explained. Dick was now in a position to live in the country again; a thing they had always regretted was dear old Stanmere.




  "You must come and see me," Lady Stanmere said. "I am a lonely old woman, and it will be a pleasure to have somebody young about me again. I am glad you came here to-night. To me it seems like Providence."




  As she spoke she glanced at Greigstein. He looked down quietly at the moths that seemed no longer to interest him. Lady Stanmere rose and placed her arm in that of Molly.




  "It is getting quite chilly," she said. "My dear, you are going to help me as far as the house. I may keep you there for a little chat for half an hour or so, because I go to bed very early. When I am asleep I can forget. Your brother can wait for you by the laurel gate."




  The two disappeared together. By the light of the lantern Dick studied his companion's face. A schoolboy caught stealing apples, a fisherman with a broken line, something of that sort Greigstein might have sat for.




  "A penny for your thoughts," said Dick, dryly.




  "Extravagant!" Greigstein growled. "Young man, I am in a dangerous mood, as most people are when they take themselves to be wise and find themselves dolts instead. You chaff me any more and I take that handsome curly head of yours and bang him against the wall. I have lost my big moth, I have lost---no, there he is. Give me the lantern quick. You come this way. So."




  "I give you up," Dick laughed. "You are too strange a mixture for any man to properly understand. And yet at the same time," he concluded, sotto voce, "I am not going to forget that Lady Stanmere called you Von Wrangel."




  But Greigstein was ahead and in hot pursuit of the white moth. There was a gurgle of satisfaction as the specimen was captured. For the next half hour Greigstein talked a scientific jargon that Dick made no pretence of understanding. It seemed to him that Greigstein was talking for the sake of making speech, as if he dreaded questions on quite another topic. It might have been a sigh of relief or a sigh of pleasure that he gave when Molly's white dress loomed in sight.




  "You found her ladyship charming?" he asked.




  "As ever," Molly replied. "You seem to forget that I have been at Stanmere before. Lady Stanmere used to spoil me dreadfully when I was a child. Now, let us get along to supper---it's past ten o'clock."




  But Greigstein regretted that he must change his plans. He had meant to stay till the last train, but he had forgotten an important letter he had to write. If he hurried to the station he would catch the 11.15. He was desolate; but there was no help for it, he must go at once.




  He started hard down the road for a little way, then stopped, listening intently. A moment later he was back in the park again with his face in the direction of the house.




  Molly was a little silent on her homeward walk.




  "You are very quiet," Dick said at length.




  "Am I?" Molly asked. "Dick, I have made a discovery. Do you remember the photograph of Mary Gay you brought home that night?"




  "I am not likely to forget it," Dick said, quietly.




  "Well, it's a strange thing, but a large portrait of Mary hangs in Lady Stanmere's drawing-room."
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  Dick heard what Molly had to say with no feeling of surprise. Had the blind Mary risen from the roadside before him he would have felt no astonishment. His life was in some way bound up with that of the girl who had so fascinated him; that they would come together sooner or later he felt certain.




  "I can't forget her," he said, "and indeed I would not if I could. So sweet and pathetic, so lonely and mysterious. And there is something like a great tragedy revolving round the poor girl. Did Lady Stanmere mention her?"




  "Not directly," Molly replied. "But more than once she looked from the photograph to myself, and seemed on the point of asking a question. Oh, if we could only get at the bottom of it!"




  Dick walked on in silence. Before the door of the cottage a boy stood with an orange-hued envelope in his hand.




  "Telegram for you, sir," he said. "Special messenger from Formby, and a shilling to pay."




  With a feeling that something was going to happen, Dick tore open the envelope. It was a message from the Record office. There was an extra pressure of work, and Stevenson was to come up at once, if possible. There was just a chance to catch the last train up from Stanmere.




  "No supper," Dick said, briefly. "This is one of the joys of being a journalist. But anyway, it's better than Pant-street."




  He caught up his hat and coat and shot off into the darkness. Five-and-twenty minutes later he was in the noise and glare of Fleet street. It was a strange contrast to the sylvan quietness of Stanmere. The Record office was humming like a hive; down below the machines were rattling and roaring. The only quiet spot appeared to be the office of the editor. The place looked prim and green and subdued, under its shaded lights.




  "I came up as soon as I got your telegram, sir," Dick remarked to the figure under the green shade. "If there is anything that I could do---"




  "Got no telegram from me," the editor said, curtly. "Try Mr. Spencer, who is here unusually late to-night. I'm busy."




  The hint was plain and Dick took it promptly. The owner of the record was in his office drawing abstractedly on a sheet of 'copy' paper. He looked terribly pale and agitated, as disturbed as he had been when Dick had first met him in Cambria square.




  "I had a telegram, sir," Dick began. "Mr. Fisher---"




  Mr. Spencer looked up abstractedly. He seemed to see nothing but the shadow of despair out of those sombre eyes of his. Then it was borne in upon him that he was no longer alone.




  "Yes, yes," he said. He breathed as if he had run hard and fast. "I sent for you---the business has nothing to do with the office. The man I could best trust is not in London to-night. Can I trust you?"




  Dick met the troubled eyes firmly. It was impossible not to feel sorry for the speaker. Here was a millionaire philanthropist, a man of good name and widely respected, who carried about with him a trouble that his obscure companion would not have borne for all Golconda.




  "Yes, yes, I see I can," Spencer went on; "you are very like your father. I lied to you when I said I did not know him, because I knew him very well indeed. My boy, I am in trouble, such a trouble as few men dream of. And all for one passing indiscretion. God knows, I have expiated that crime in remorse and sorrow. But it will be with me always. And, like most crimes, mine affects the happiness of others. If I am found out now, one of the most delicate fabrics falls to the ground. Two or three years hence and it would not matter. Anyone is welcome to drag my sin into the light of day then. Do you understand---this thing must be concealed?"




  "I am very sorry," Dick stammered. "You have been very good to me, and I will serve you with my whole heart and soul. You are in danger---"




  "Imminent danger. The blow may fall now for all I know. Dick, you are strong and resolute. You must help me to avert it."




  Spencer's voice sunk to a half-pleading, piteous whisper. In the lamplight his face was shining as the great beads rolled down his cheeks.




  "I will do anything you ask me," Dick cried.




  "Ah, I was sure you would. Not that I am going to tell you my secret, the secret of my life. It is for my daughter that I require your aid."




  Dick thrilled. Here was his chance at last. From the very first he was destined to see Mary again; he had felt that in his heart, and it had been no idle dream. His face flushed with sheer delight.




  "I stumbled on my danger near my house as I came from my walk to-night," Spencer went on. "My danger was watching the house, so that I dared not return. I came here scarcely knowing what to do. To return home was impossible until the coast was clear. Then I sent for you."




  "You could have found no more faithful servant, sir."




  "I am sure of it. You have resolution and courage, and you are a gentleman besides. Your sister is as good and true as yourself. . . . . It would be a splendid thing to hide at Stanmere. . . . To double on one's tracks like a thief near the scene of his crime . . . And then there are the trackless moors where one could hide. . . . . ." The speaker was talking to himself. Evidently he had forgotten all about Dick. His lips were moving, but no further sound came. The quick purr of a telephone bell in the room startled him.




  "Go and answer it," he said, hoarsely, to Dick. "I dare not do it myself. It is my private wire from Cambria square. If I could only think! God grant that I do not get one of my brain attacks to-night."




  Dick crossed the room and took down the receiver. He felt spurred on and braced up with the knowledge that he had been approved and chosen. He felt very near to the blind girl now.




  "Are you there?" he asked. "Who is it? Who am I? Richard Stevenson, who speaks to you from Mr. Spencer's private room. He has asked me to speak for him."




  "I'm glad of it, sir," came a strange voice. "If my master had taken my advice you would have been impressed into the service before. I'm Kant, sir."




  Dick knew the voice now; it was Spencer's mysterious servant, the man who had taken Mary's photograph from him and advised him not to come near Cambria square again. He listened impatiently.




  "The danger is still here," Kent went on, "outside waiting. Tell Mr. Spencer that I will do anything he likes, but I can't think of a way out. I can guard and watch with anybody, but I cannot scheme. If the young lady was only out of the way---"




  "Stop a minute," Dick exclaimed. "I'll call you again presently." He hung up the receiver, and turned to his employer. He had fallen back in his chair a picture of abject despair. A shake of the shoulder failed to move him. And Dick felt that moments were precious.




  "For Heaven's sake, arouse yourself," he said. "You say that everything depends upon the next few hours. You may save the situation yet. Your man Kant tells me that everything depends upon getting your your daughter away. Your daughter! Mary, Mary!"




  The name moved Spencer. He nodded feebly.




  "That is true," he groaned. "But how is it going to be done?"




  "I am thinking of a way; in fact, I have practically done so. Dear sir, I do not seek to pry into your secrets, but I must know a little more if I am to be successful. Some danger menaces your daughter, some spy is watching outside. That spy has guessed something."




  "Yes, yes," Spencer said, eagerly. "That is it."




  "So far, so good. What we have to do now is to get your daughter away from under the very eyes of the spy. A little boldness and audacity may succeed. Tell me, does Miss Spencer know anything of this danger?"




  "To a certain extent, yes. I have told her that I have a remorseless enemy. Once in Paris and again in San Francisco we had to steal away. If you go to Mary with a message to that effect from me she will follow you."




  Dick thrilled again. The idea of having the blind girl under his care set his pulses drumming. And he was going to succeed.




  "I will do it," he said. "You can trust your child to me?"




  "I will trust my child to you implicitly."




  "You will never have cause to repent it, sir," Dick said, as steadily as possible. "She shall go down with me to Stanmere, and Molly shall look after her."




  "That is it," Spencer cried. "That is the idea. . . . And you know all those woodland paths, where nobody else dare go. Take her and shield her as you would the most precious thing in your possession. If you only knew the tremendous interests that revolve round that poor blind girl! Now go."




  Dick stepped across to the telephone. He had hardly got the receiver to his ear before Kant responded from the other end.




  "Is the danger still there?" Dick asked.




  "Ay, ay," came the startling reply; "the danger is in the house. Nothing has happened yet, but at any moment the explosion may occur. For goodness' sake, sir, tell me what to do."




  Dick thought it out for a moment. His scheme was getting pretty clear.




  "Does the danger take the form of a man who is the alter ego---I mean the second self of your master?" he asked. "It does? You have prevaricated, of course. Tell me what you have said."




  "I am a servant of a gentleman who has this flat. My own master I am supposed to have left long ago. Heaven forgive all these lies."




  "I am afraid they are necessary," Dick replied. "But we need have as few as possible. You are expecting your master, and he is coming. Do not express any astonishment, try and follow the lead that I shall give you. Fortunately, I recollect the way into Mr. Spencer's flat. Where is your visitor?"




  "He is in the morning-room smoking a cigar. Make haste, sir. I dare not stay so far away as the telephone is any longer. When I think of the peril that a wall a few inches thick divides, I feel cold all over. Come at once, sir; take a cab and let us get to work. This is terribly trying to the nerves."




  Dick turned away from the telephone, blessing it as he did so. It seemed to him that he had conveyed quite as much to Kant as was necessary.




  "I am ready to go now," he said.




  "Youth and a clear conscience!" Spencer cried. "What precious possessions they are! What would I not give to have them again!"




  Meanwhile Dick had reached the street and hailed a hansom. A few minutes later and he was in Cambria square. His heart was beating a little faster now, but he was cool and resolute. He reached the flat at length, and stood listening for voices. He heard that of Kant at length behind a door, the handle of which he turned and walked in with the air of a master.




  "What does this mean, Kant?" he demanded. "Where was the brougham? And James puts the blame upon you. I shall be glad of an explanation."




  XVIII --- A VISITOR
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  Released from his polite attentions to the startled Venner, the man called Stephen walked thoughtfully away. He looked like one who had some sudden shock, as if a trouble had been chastened by some unexpected joy.




  He began to pick his steps more cautiously presently, for ever glancing over his shoulder, fearful of seeing something undesirable behind. It was not exactly the action of a criminal, and yes the man was afraid of something that threatened his life.




  He was by no means a bad-looking man if his face had been less reckless. Here was a man who would go any length if the spirit moved him, a man who could hate well and love well, and give no heed to the future once his passions ran with a loose rein. Presently he ceased to look over his shoulder and his eyes grew introspective.




  "This is a fine piece of luck," he muttered. "If that scoundrel told the truth---and I see no reason why he should not---I have found the object of my search. Fancy blundering on the scent in this fashion after all these years! What shall I do with him? Kill him? That would be a poor kind of vengeance and gives the victim little pain. Hand him over to the tender mercies of Horace Venner perhaps. If ever I saw blackmail and the knowledge that it was going to be successful I saw it on Venner's face to-night. . . . But I have to find my quarry first. After all Cambria square is a trifle vague."




  The speaker came to his destination at length. For some time he lingered under a lamp until the suspicious glance of a policeman moved him on. In the hope that he was sure of his ground, the man had been hanging about here for days. Now he was certain. But it was no use to hide in the square gardens as he had done before. He twisted a cigarette and prepared to wait. His luck was in to-night, and he was going to follow it up. His patience was not to be unduly tried.




  A man in a quiet undress livery came slowly down the road. He was smoking a cigar and looked exactly what he was---a good-class servant enjoying his hour or so off duty. The watcher slackened his pace a little so that the other man might go by him. There was a furtive look and a sudden gleam in the eyes of the loiterer.




  "Kant," he said to himself. "The astute, faithful, inestimable Kant! As the jackal is so near, the lion is not far off. It would seem as if things were prosperous with my dear, affectionate relative. I will follow Kant, and when he has finished his cigar he will go back to the house again. Where does all this prosperity come from?"




  The cigar was finished at length, and Kant retraced his steps. He disappeared into the vestibule of a palatial pile of flats, and then the other man followed. It might be a little difficult if Kant availed himself of the lift, but fortunately the lift had just started for an upper floor, so that Kant walked up the stone stairs.




  "Isn't going very far up then," the tracker muttered. "Evidently my esteemed friend has one of the best of the suites here. Well, before long, he will be ready to exchange it for a hovel in Shoreditch. Ah, here we are!"




  Kant passed down a corridor into a morning-room, the other man following close behind. In an instant the door was shut and locked. Kant turned in some surprise to see a tall, gaunt figure standing before him. There was a mocking smile on the stranger's face. Just for an instant Kant turned pale; just for the fraction of a second there was a startled expression on his face. It was as if a fine fencer had been taken off his guard. But it was only just for an instant.




  "You have been expecting me, Kant?" the new-comer said.




  Kant bowed his head, the very model of a well-trained servant. It was impossible to associate him with disreputable secrets. He might have gone bail for the respectability of the household. He moved so as to get before the other door leading from the room.




  "I am glad to see you, Mr. Stephen," he said. He was absolutely cold now, not at all like a man who has rehearsed this scene many times over. "I am glad to see that you---"




  "Pshaw!---that I have not been hanged yet, Kant. You have some very snug quarters here. Your master is evidently doing a good thing for himself. Where is he?"




  "At present he is out, sir. Do you happen to know him, sir?"




  "Know him! Of all the audacious rascals! Why, you will tell me next that you are not a factotum, ally, fellow-conspirator, all the rest of it!"




  "My master's name, sir, is Spencer. I had to look to myself, sir. There are others depending upon me."




  "You lying rascal, where is your master?"




  "My master is out, sir," Kant went on in the same bland tones. "And I beg to remark, Mr. Stephen, that, even a servant has his feelings. You would have been more popular at home had you remembered that fact, sir. Your late father would never have spoken like that."




  The reproof was dignified and in the best possible taste. Stephen Stanmere shot a keen glance at Kant, but it was impossible to penetrate that armour again. The man's nerve was perfect, he was absolutely on his guard; behind that dull mask his brain was working rapidly.




  "I apologise," the intruder said. "I have been far beyond schools of manners lately. All the same, I am going to stay here till your master returns."




  Kant bowed. From somewhere a little way off a clear voice was singing, a sweet and well-trained voice, to the accompaniment of a piano.




  "That is your mistress, I presume?" Stanmere sneered.




  "If you would like to see her---"




  "Not I! I am still sufficiently civilised not to venture into the company of a lady in this sorry garb. Still there is something in the voice---but that is impossible. Still I shall find that all out when I see your master."




  There was a grim earnestness about the last few words, but they seemed to make no impression on Kant.




  "Very well, sir," he said. "If you know my master, well and good. If you don't care to go into the drawing-room, can I get you anything here? A cigar, sir, or a glass of whisky and soda-water?"




  Stephen Stanmere nodded. He was not feeling quite so sure of his ground now. The voice of the singer at the piano charmed him.




  "Whisky and soda," he said, "and a cigar if it is a good one. It is just possible that I am a victim of a singular coincidence---'Thou art so near and yet so far,' and all that kind of thing. But I am going to leave nothing to chance."




  "Very good, sir. I will get you what you require, Mr. Stephen."




  Kant walked away in his own cool, deliberate fashion. But as he quietly closed the door behind him he turned the well-oiled key in the lock noiselessly. His mask-like face was instantly covered with a fine perspiration. He flew to the telephone in the closet at the end of the passage and stood there quivering with expectation.




  So far so good. He had only to wait now for developments. Help was at hand, he would have an ally that he could depend upon. All he had to do now was to keep his eyes open and take up the cue that the new-comer would give him. There was no trace of agitation about him as he came back presently with the refreshments.




  "I ought not to have let you go," Stanmere said, suspiciously. "Still you could not do much harm seeing that I am in possession. Your master---"




  "Will be home in a few minutes, sir, now," Kant said, coolly. "He is here now."




  The door flew open and a handsome young man came in. In his tweed suit and with a long coat over his arm he had evidently come off a journey. He seemed to be in a fine temper, he had eyes for Kant alone.




  "What does this mean?" he demanded. "Where is the brougham? James put the blame on to you. If this happens again Kant---"




  Kant spread out his hands helplessly. His face was downcast, but his heart beat with fierce delight.
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  There was no reason to repeat the question, no cause so much as to raise an eyeglass. Kant had taken up his cue perfectly.




  "I am very sorry, Mr. Spencer, sir," Kant said, humbly, and Dick knew that it would be wise of him to respond to the name of Spencer, which meant nothing after all. "James muddled up the order, sir. If there is anything that I can do, sir---"




  "Nothing, only to see that my evening dress is all laid out for me at once. I presume that your mistress is ready. I don't want to keep her waiting."




  "My mistress is in the drawing-room, sir."




  The stranger followed with a feeling that something was slipping away from him. Just for a moment it occurred to him that here was part of some subtle scheme for throwing dust in his eyes. He thought it all over in the quickness of a flash. And yet it could be hardly possible. Only just for the fraction of a second had Kant been taken by surprise, and that might have been caused by finding himself suddenly face to face with an old acquaintance. And this young man had come in with a sudden air of possession, he looked well and prosperous, and, again, there was the voice in the drawing-room. Mr. Spencer was a young man of the upper middle class, and the singer was his wife. And they were going out presently to some late function. The outsider was growing uncomfortable.




  "Well, don't let it occur again," Dick cried. "And I shall be glad if you will find some other place to entertain your friends, Kant."




  "Gentleman no friend of mine, sir," Kant responded. "Says he knows you, sir."




  Kant disappeared discreetly with a comfortable assurance that he was leaving matters in capable hands.




  "Glad they sent him," he muttered. "There's grit and pluck and brains there. We are going to pull through this time, but it has been touch and go."




  Dick turned to the intruder somewhat haughtily.




  "I am afraid there has been a mistake, sir," he said. "I do not know you."




  "The advantage is quite mutual," Stanmere replied. "I---I came here under a misapprehension. I am looking for somebody who I am certain lives close here, possibly under this very roof. I don't suppose you have ever seen me before, but---"




  Dick took a pace or two forward. The game was entirely in his own hands now if he only played it boldly. The man was the enemy of his benefactor, the strange man with the amazing likeness to the individual who called himself Mr. Spencer.




  "I do know you," Dick cried. "By accident I was passing through Cambria square a few nights ago and I saw you make a murderous attack upon a gentleman there. If I had not come up in time you would have killed him. By sheer good luck you escaped from my hands, or you would have been fitly adorning a gaol by this time. What are you doing here, you cowardly ruffian?"




  Stanmere muttered something. He was taken utterly by surprise. He had not expected this, and it was so overpoweringly true. He no longer swaggered with the certainty that he was on the right scent. There was a possibility of the police being called and he being given into custody.




  "You know too much and too little," he said, hoarsely. "Rest assured of the fact that the man you speak of would never come forward to charge me. If he were here at this moment you would see him here at my feet pleading for mercy."




  There was a sincerity about this speech that struck Dick forcibly. And from his own knowledge of the complicated mystery he knew it was true. Otherwise, why Mr. Spencer's pitiable fear of meeting this man?




  "I have no more than your word for that," Dick said, coldly. "Nor have you satisfactorily explained why you are here at this moment."




  "Well, I followed Kant in here," Stanmere said, lamely.




  "I know you did. But why?"




  "Because Kant was ever the devoted servant of my---of the man I am looking for. And I did not believe Kant when he told me he had changed situations. I did not believe him till you came into the room, and then I saw my mistake. All I can do is to tender you my most sincere apologies and leave the house without delay."




  Dick bowed coldly. Stanmere took up his seedy hat and made for the door, with what dignity he could assume under the circumstances. He passed out into the corridor, where he paused for a moment with his nose in the air.




  "Strange, very strange," he muttered. "The voice was familiar, and yet it could not be. And here is the scent of the violets that that she loved so well. One might say that there are other women who are fond of the smell of violets, but---Well, I'll wait. If those two people are going out presently, I'll not go till I am certain."




  Dick breathed a little easier to find himself alone. Directly the outer door closed Kant came in. His features glowed with satisfaction.




  "You did that splendidly, sir," he said; "but it was a very near thing."




  "The danger is by no means over," Dick replied. "I forced that man to go away---indeed under the circumstances he could not stay. But if I could judge anything from the expression of his face, he was far from satisfied. He did not come here to-night without some good ground for doing so. He has only been choked off for the moment. Kant, that man must be satisfied, we must make him feel that he is wrong. I am ready to forfeit my whole scheme if you don't find him still looking about the square."




  "Better go and see, sir?" Kant suggested.




  Dick nodded. Kant was some little time away. When he came back his face was grave.




  "You are quite right," he said. "Our friend is still there. What's to be done now, and what on earth is he waiting for?"




  "He is going to see your mistress and myself depart," Dick said, "and he shall not be disappointed."
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  Dick walked into the drawing-room with a heart that was beating fast. The room was familiar to him as if he had seen it a hundred times. During that one brief visit the whole perfect picture had been photographed on his mind. Here were all the dainty ornaments, the pictures, the palms and the flowers everywhere. As before the whole atmosphere was redolent with the smell of flowers.




  At the piano Mary sat ringing some simple pathetic air to her own accompaniment. There was a slight smile on her beautiful face, the clear blue eyes seemed full of expression. Gently as Dick crept into the room, the girl heard him, and stopped instantly.




  "It is Mr. Stevenson," she said quite naturally. "The gentleman who was so kind to my father the other night. I am so very glad to see you."




  She came forward quite naturally as if she had sight to see like other people. Dick felt quite dazed for a moment and could say nothing whilst holding that little hand in his.




  "Did you actually recollect my step!" he stammered.




  "Oh, yes," Mary smiled. "I have a fine feeling for that kind of thing. One sense always increases as another is injured. I hope you have no bad news for me?"




  "Why do you suggest that?" Dick asked. "Because your voice is not quite steady," Mary said. "And because nobody comes here. And my father has not yet returned. I hope he is not ill."




  "Your father is perfectly well," Dick replied. "But he has sent me here. Miss Mary, he has taken me into his confidence."




  "It is more than he has done for me," Mary said, with a sad little smile. "He is a good man; and I love him dearly, but there is a chapter of his life that I have not been permitted to read as yet. The dark secret that hangs over our lives."




  "Is a secret from me also," Dick said. "More than once it has been necessary for you to leave a place hurriedly, and ask no questions. Do you call them to mind, Miss Mary?"




  "Twice---once in Paris and once in San Francisco. There is a Nemesis somewhere that dogs us, and we have to fly. But I thought that was all over. Is it coming again?"




  "My dear young lady, it has come to-night. Your father has sent you a message by me. You are to come with me and ask no questions. The danger is very much alive again. If it falls it will bring ruin upon many people concerned. You are not afraid?"




  The girl shivered and turned a little pale. The blue eyes had grown very pathetic. She gave a longing look about the room as if she could see all the familiar objects before her.




  "You do not hesitate to trust me?" Dick asked.




  A little white hand crept along Dick's sleeve and rested in his fingers. The touch thrilled him and brought the colour into his face. The action was so pretty, so full of confidence.




  "I trust you implicitly," the girl said. "You are kind and honorable, my father says, and he knows. And in your voice there is a ring that I like; a ring of feeling and sincerity. It will be a great sorrow to me to leave the place where I know everything, but my father knows best. Where are we going?"




  "We are going to a place called Shepherd's Spring, at Stanmere."




  Mary's face flushed. She pressed Dick's hand suddenly.




  "I know it," she said. "Oh, I shall be on familiar ground there. I might have known that even in the bitterest trouble my father would not forget me. I shall be able to walk there and to feel that I know exactly where I am. And the people there?"




  "Are my sister and myself. It is a very strange thing, Miss Mary, but when you gave me that photograph by mistake my sister recognised it. She was at school with you---Molly Stevenson."




  A little cry of delight came from Mary.




  "My dear girl," she said. "I was called Mary Gay there because that was because my father came into his money and changed his name. And so I am going to stay with Molly! If my father is well, I shall be entirely happy at Stanmere."




  "Your father is perfectly well and will come to no harm. You can make your mind quite easy as to that. And it all rests with yourself."




  Once more the little hand pressed Dick's fingers.




  "You may rely upon me. I am sore afflicted, but you will not find me lacking in courage. Only tell me what I am to do."




  "You are to go up to your maid and get her to pack a small valise for you that you can carry under your cloak. You are to put on a somewhat elaborate evening dress with a certain amount of jewels---diamonds for choice---say a brooch. The rest of your wardrobe can come later on, so long as you have enough for the present. Then you will come down dressed and cloaked as if you were going to a party. After that you will go down to a carriage that I am getting from a good livery stable close by. In the street you will drop your diamond star and find out the loss at once. I shall not pretend to see it, and you will point out that it is in the gutter, where I shall take care to kick it. It is a lovely starlight night, so when we get outside you are to point out the fact to me, especially noticing Charles's Wain. Also, you are to have a fleecy, cloudy thing to hide your face. If you could manage to assume another voice, say rather a mincing and affected voice---"




  "Oh, I can do that easily," Mary cried. "The girls at school used to say that I could take off all the mistresses to perfection. How will this do? 'What a lovely night, Dick!' I know your name is Dick, because your sister used to speak of you. 'What a glorious night! Look at Charles's Wain.' Will that do?"




  "Splendidly!" Dick cried. "As we get into the carriage you had better turn round and remind me that my tie is not on straight. Shall I ring the bell for you?"




  A quarter of an hour later and Dick was arrayed in one of Mr. Spencer's dress suits. The fit was none too good, but a long overcoat hid all imperfections, and it was dark outside. At the head of the stairs Mary stood, a lovely picture in white satin and diamonds.




  "I hope I shall do," she said, shyly. "I have plenty of beautiful dresses that I seldom wear. Do you think that I shall pass the watchful eye that waits for us?"




  Dick was absolutely certain of it. He stood with a deep admiration for a few minutes. If only Mary could see! Surely hers was the most beautiful face in the world. Kant, standing in the background, coughed with discretion.




  "Our man's still there, sir," he said. "And the carriage is at the door. We are doing a wrong thing, both of us, but good may come of it, and it won't be for long."




  Dick drew Mary's arm through his own, with an injunction to touch him lightly. She passed down the stairs and into the street quite blithely. She looked from one side to the other. Then her gaze went upwards and she broke into raptures on the beauty of the night. It sounded like somebody entirely different to Dick as he listened in great admiration. The falling of the diamond brooch and the detection of it by Mary were both perfect.




  "And do you know, my dear Dick," she said sweetly, "your white tie is under your ear? Those new patent fasteners of yours are quite useless."




  The door of the brougham was banged to and an address in Gloucester Place given by Kant, who stood back with a rigid forefinger to his forehead. Mary laughed aloud.




  "It is like an adventure," she said. "Did I do that well---Dick?"




  "Magnificently!" Dick said with emotion. The pair of eyes that gleamed malevolently out of the darkness were puzzled yet satisfied, and not a little angry. "And if you would always call me Dick---"




  "In future I shall. I am very lonely, Dick, and I have few friends. And if you would be good and kind to me, be a brother to me---"




  Dick caught the little hand held out to him, and pressed it to his lips.




  "Always!" he said. "I will never forget you. I will see for you and fight for you. But as to being a brother, why, you see---"




  Dick stopped abruptly. He was confused and nervous, but on the whole the happiest man in England to-night.




  XXI --- UNDER THE STARS
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  Small wonder that Dick's heart beat high within him. There had been time for day-dreams lately, lying on the heather with the golden meadows leading down to Camelot, a brief idyll after those grinding weary years. The breadth, the beauty, the purple flash of a swallow wheeling in the blue, all filled Dick with a pure delight. He was a young man, strong and sanguine, and he had the artistic temperament.




  Small wonder, then, that he should dream and glow and weave his romances with a central figure, blue-eyed, fair, and sightless. When the means was won Dick would marry Mary, always providing that she would have him, a possible factor that chilled the ardent Richard occasionally.




  Mary had been the central figure in so many romances, but never in one quite so thrilling as the present reality. He was going to have beautiful blind Mary under his own roof for the time being---an idyll amongst the roses, a poem in honey-suckle. Dick was a happy man to-night.




  The carriage drove on until the lamps grew far between and hedges took the place of houses. Then came the sweet fragrance of dew-washed grass, a full round moon crept like a shield into the sky.




  "Are we going to drive all the way?" Mary asked. She had been strangely silent, though her face was calm and untroubled.




  "Every inch of it," Dick replied. "On the whole it is more prudent to do so. It is such a glorious night."




  "I felt it," Mary said. "I have a kind of instinct in such things. Cool and still and dewy with a brilliant moon overhead. If you say I an wrong, I shall be very disappointed, Dick."




  She turned towards him with a wistful little smile that had something pathetic in it. She seemed to be conscious of the spot where Dick was sitting, for she laid her hand on his.




  "You are perfectly right," he said, eagerly. "How clever you are!"




  Mary smiled again as she patted Dick's fingers. All her life she had seen nothing of men with the exception of her father, and all men were like him in her sight. What in another girl would have been boldness seemed quite natural in her case.




  "I like the touch of your hand, Dick," she said. "So strong and firm and kind. You and I are going to be good friends. Is there anyone you love, Dick."




  "Molly," said Dick; "and, well, I am going to be very fond of you, Mary."




  It cost him an effort not to say more. It really was a lovely night, and the thrill in his voice was testimony to his feelings. There was a smell of wild thyme on the dewy air. And the touch of those white fingers was thrilling. On the whole it was quite time to give the conversation a more prosaic turn.




  "We have not so very far to go, now," Dick said. "We are on the top of Longmead, and I can see the lights of Stanmere in the valley."




  There came a strange gleam into the sightless blue eyes.




  "Dear old Stanmere," Mary whispered. "I was very happy there. It was all vague and mysterious, that coming and going of mine, but I was really happy there. All the same, Dick, you must keep me away from Stanmere."




  "Tell me all about it," Dick asked.




  "I---I cannot. There is a secret. It is not my secret. Lady Stanmere---"




  "No, no!" Dick said. "Don't think I am prying. We will talk of something else." He was just a shade disappointed. He had asked too much. With her quick intuition Mary guessed his feelings.




  "Don't be hurt," she said. "You are so good and kind, and we are going to be such good friends. Dick, I think you would do anything for me?"




  "Anything in the wide world," Dick said, with the largeness of romantic youth. "If you could only realise what I would do for you!"




  There was another pressure from the slim fingers.




  "Some day it will all come out; some day the truth will be known, and my father's character vindicated. But don't talk of Stanmere, Dick, for the mere thought of it fills me with remorse. And keep me from the house, though if you put me down upon the heath I could find my way there, blind as I am."




  "Only one question," Dick urged. "You lived at Shepherds Spring once?"




  "Yes. We had a kind of holiday there. My father furnished it for me much the same as the house in Cambria square is furnished. It was a lovely time. Dick, you come from Stanmere. Did you ever known my---Lady Stanmere's sons?"




  Dick replied that he had not had the dubious pleasure.




  They were much older than himself, and he had been a child when they left home. There had been a lot of trouble and anxiety over those boys, he understood.




  "I suppose so," Mary said sadly. "And yet my father says the wild boys often make good men. Are we very near, Dick?"




  "Near enough to see the lights of Shepherd's Spring," Dick said, cheerfully. "And there is Molly in the doorway wondering what has become of me. Let us pay off our driver here and take her by surprise."




  Molly was peering anxiously into the darkness. She seemed to be utterly puzzled. Once in the light of the hall her face cleared.




  "Dick," she cried. "Dick, what does it mean? Little Mary Gay---I mean to say---Spencer. My dear, my dear, I am so glad to see you."




  The delight was genuine and spontaneous. Just for a moment, Dick longed to be a girl so that he might have taken Mary in his arms and kissed her. Here, too, was a new phase of the dream of happiness---Mary under his own roof and being fussed over and made much of by his own sister! Mary was moving about the house as if she had never known a deep affliction, her face was glowing with delight.




  "You are not to help me at all," she cried. "Positively, I decline to have any assistance. On the whole I am a great deal more at home here than you are. And what a dear, delightful old Molly it is! You are positively dying with curiosity to know how I got here, and not one question on the subject have you asked yet."




  "I shall take it out of Dick when you are in bed," Molly said. "For the present, I am only too delighted to see you near me once more. And if Dick is going to make a great name out of a romance he has all the materials at his fingers' ends here. What a charming heroine you will make to be sure, Mary."




  Dick blushed ingenuously. The colour was reflected in Mary's cheeks.




  "You mean Dick and myself," she said. "Dick is strong and tall, and good and true. But whoever heard of a blind princess?"




  Molly laughed as she kissed the pretty wistful face.




  "Dick is a very original genius, my dear," she said, demurely. "And I am sure that your affliction will lend a charm to the story."




  Dick effected to be suddenly busy and avoided Molly's mischievous glance. But he knew now that there would never be anyone else for him. It was an hour later before Molly came to him and aroused him from his dream.




  "Mary is tucked up in bed, fast asleep," she said. "Prince, prince, how did you come to fly away with your princess like this? Tell me at once or I shall expire from sheer curiosity. Go on at once."




  For the next hour Dick had an interested listener.
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  The cup of happiness seemed full, but there was room for more in the golden measure. It came the next morning in the form of a telegram from Spencer. He hinted vaguely that for the present the danger was averted, and congratulated Dick upon his brilliant success of the previous evening. He was to stay down at Stanmere for the present and see that nothing happened there. He was supposed to be away on business for the proprietor of the Record.




  "Something is going to happen to me presently," Dick said, with a delighted grin as he handed the telegram to Molly. "I am given a holiday, I have the most delightful weather, and the companionship of the most delightful girl in the world."




  "Two delightful girls," Molly said, severely. "My dear boy, you are in danger of forgetting your manners. But seriously, Dick, you will have to be careful. You have hit upon a most delightful and mysterious romance, you have found a charming heroine, but after all, Mr. Spencer is a man of business. If you had really given your heart to Mary---"




  "The mischief is done," Dick said with a fine glow on his face. "I fell in love with Mary the first time I saw her. It was all done in a moment. When I came home that evening with those violets in my buttonhole, I had made my choice. Come what may, I shall never love another woman."




  "And when Mr. Spencer comes to know, as he must---"




  "Oh, he shall be told. I am not going to sail under any false colours. But there is is plenty of time for that. Molly, doesn't it strike you that I am talking like a conceited ass all this time?"




  Molly laughed. Perhaps the conversation was a trifle premature. When Mary came down to breakfast, brother and sister were planning an excursion for the day. It was a sin to stay indoors such weather as this.




  "The watchword is the Warren," Molly said. "We shall take our luncheon with us; also out tea. If I could only find a spirit-kettle---"




  "In the store-room you will find everything, luncheon-basket included," Mary interrupted. "I recollect those picnics in the old days. Let us go to the Warren by all means. Once put me down there and I shall know where I am. It is so good to feel that you are not utterly useless. In this house I can do everything for myself. Now, am I not very neat, seeing that my maid is not with me?"




  She looked very charming and simple in her white dress. She was facing towards the sun and speaking of certain points in the landscape here and there, when suddenly she paused.




  "There is somebody coming up to the house," she said. "I can hear a strange footstep. I hope it is nobody come to see you on business, Dick. I will go into the drawing-room and play till you have got rid of him."




  Dick could see nothing and hear nothing. Presently a step came outside, and the sound of a cheerful whistle, very much out of tune.




  "Greigstein!" Dick exclaimed, in great annoyance. "There seems to be no getting away from that ubiquitous German. Well, there is one thing pretty certain---he must be got rid of."




  Dick raised his voice angrily, and Molly lifted a hand of warning. It was too late. Through the open window Greigstein had heard everything.




  He stepped coolly through the long French window, still whistling his air out of tune.




  "I am not to be got rid of!" he said, coolly. "I am your Paul Pry, the limpet that clings to the affliction of my friends, Dick and Miss Molly. Behold I come down to see you; I say to myself they will be glad to see me, but now I am de trop. It is sad, but je suis, je reste."




  Dick laughed with the air of a man who grudgingly admits the humour of the situation. It was very difficult to be hard with Greigstein.




  "You have visitors," he said, wagging his head to the melody from the drawing-room; "stately visitors, who are far too good for humble tutors."




  "We are not snobs, whatever else we may be," Dick laughed. "On the whole, Molly, we had better make the best of a bad business and take Greigstein along. And if you see anything out of the common to-day, Greigstein, you are to be silent."




  "My tongue shall be dumb," Greigstein cried. "I swear to you---"




  He paused and stood looking open-mouthed towards the doorway. Mary stood there smiling, and asking if she might be admitted. She came forward, Greigstein still standing there like a man who beholds some wonderful and unexpected vision. The next moment he had turned his face away, but not before he had caught the queer expression in Dick's eyes.




  "Our friend, Miss Mary Spencer," Dick said, with a certain solemn savageness. "This is Mr. or, rather, Herr Greigstein. Mary, Miss Spencer, is blind, Greigstein."




  Greigstein murmured something that it was hard to catch. His usual self-possession had absolutely deserted him. He looked like a man who was in a waking dream. Never before had Dick see him silent for so long.




  Long after they had started on their excursion, Greigstein had still remained in his dreamy condition. Dick watched him with the incident of the photograph still in his mind. Puzzled and bewildered as Greigstein evidently was, he was not more puzzled than Dick. The two men glanced at one another with a certain veiled antagonism. They were on the Warren now, with the fair stretch of the country at their feet. Molly was getting the luncheon ready, and Mary was rendering her some little service in so doing.




  "You have seen Miss Spencer before?" Dick asked.




  "There you are greatly mistaken," Greigstein said, presently. "We have never met before."




  "Perhaps you will tell me that you have never heard of her?"




  "No. Because that would not be true. But I shall be discreet and silent as yourself, for I have need to be."




  Dick was silent for a moment. It had occurred to him that Greigstein was playing the spy in some way; he had come down with the idea that he might see Mary Spencer. But this view was not to be entertained seeing that the sight of Mary had filled Greigstein with such genuine amazement. There was no acting here.




  "You are an enigma to me," Dick said. "You are the hem of a secret that is concealed from me. But I have trusted you and been your friend. That you know something of this mystery I feel certain. And you play me false---"




  "Stop," Greigstein cried. His face had grown stern and hard as Dick's. "You are going too far. I pledge you my word that I am acting for the best. Years ago I brought great sorrow on a noble house. I am one of those unfortunates who mean well. I have tried to atone for my error, and, between ourselves, my dear Dick, I have made matters worse. One word in your ear---keep Miss Mary out of Lady Stanmere's way."




  A moment later and Greigstein was laughing and talking gaily again. The stern, hard man had become a child once more, he was full of infinite resources and amazing stories. Mary sat on the grass, a happy smile on her lips. She looked upwards presently as a flashing white cloud trailed over the sun.




  "I hope it is not going to grow dull," she said. "I always feel the sunshine so."




  Greigstein turned from the luncheon basket that he was unpacking. He turned a keen glance on the speaker. Then he crossed over to her, and in a perfect semblance of the professional manner drew down one of her eyelids. Mary winced a little.




  "I'm sorry," Greigstein said. "What effect has that upon you?"




  "Most strange," Mary murmured. "I seemed to see something dim and rugged. A figure in a mist. But it was gone directly."




  Greigstein nodded. With his head on one side he regarded Mary as if she had been a new variety of butterfly. It was a long time before he spoke again.
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  Greigstein had disappeared in his erratic fashion. In was nearly tea time when he came back with the casual information that he had been down to Stanmere to send a telegram, and that he had decided to accept Molly's invitation to stay the night.




  "Not that you have yet given me the invitation," he said, in the most inconsequent manner, "but it was sure to come. And when we get back to the house I propose to make an experiment or two on your eyes, Miss Mary. I know something about the science."




  Mary shook her head. She had seen more than one physician who had given her no hope. She had schooled herself to recognise the inevitable.




  "I had a long illness," she said, "and gradually my sight failed me. As I grew well and strong they hoped that my sight would return."




  Greigstein muttered something about paralysis of the optic nerve. It seemed hard to to look at those clear blue eyes and believe that they were sightless.




  "You speak like Von Wrangel," Dick said.




  "Ah, if he were only alive," Mary cried. "They say he was a perfect marvel as far as the sight was concerned. I was going to him when he disappeared. My father said he got mixed up in some mad Bohemian conspiracy, and had to fly for his life. He was shot by a spy. It was a sad ending for so brilliant and valuable a life."




  "Did you ever ever meet him?" Molly asked.




  Greigstein was lying on his hack with his face turned skywards.




  "As a matter of fact, I knew him very well," he said. "A clever man with a large amount of quicksilver in his veins. The desire to do something rash was his ruin. He never lost an opportunity of that kind. He would say to himself, 'my friend here is a magnificent opportunity of making a fool of yourself.' And straightway he did it."




  "I believe you disliked him," Molly cried, "or you would not be so bitter."




  "I never met a man I liked more," Greigstein said, with a certain dryness. "Still, it may be that it was all for the best. For years I was that man's closest friend and his bitterest enemy. But, I may say without egotism, that he taught me as much about the human eye as he knew himself."




  Dick looked anxiously at the speaker. If he was going to try any experiment with those lovely blue eyes he would have to interfere. Sightless as those eyes were, their beauty remained. But already, in his mercurial way, Greigstein had changed the subject.




  Tea came presently, the long shadows were lying across the moorland, the last butterfly had fluttered into the bracken, and Molly reluctantly suggested a move.




  "A pity such a day should come to an end," she said.




  "But what a happy memory," Mary cried. "You and Dick have opened a new world to me. I used to think that I was perfectly happy in Cambria Square, with my flowers and piano, but it will never be quite the same again. Perhaps it is this lovely air that makes one feel so gay. Dick, please, give me your arm, I am delightfully tired."




  They were back at Shepherd's Spring at last. Greigstein nodded approval as he saw a neat-looking package in the hall. He could do nothing till the morning-room was chartered and half filled with queer-looking instruments and tubes of strange shapes. He was masterful and dictatorial at dinner. Once the meal was over he took Mary into the morning-room.




  "Now, I am going to make my experiments," he said. "Dick, I give you my word there is not going to be anything wrong. See here," He touched a kind of electric torch, and a crimson glow suffused the room, then another, then another, and there came a beautiful blend of glowing colors.




  "It is no longer dark," Mary cried. "The room feels as if it were flooded with moonlight. There is a suggestion of purple somewhere."




  Greigstein manipulated his lights, first in one hue and then in another. All the time the dominant note of color was purple. Whenever this came uppermost Mary seemed in some strange way to be aware of the fact. Greigstein tried again and again with similar result. He was quiet, almost saturnine, now, with a grim fighting look in his eyes. It was as if something had roused his anger. Outside the house he paced up and down long after Mary and her hostess had retired. Dick could hear the tramp of those footsteps and the muttered tones as Greigstein talked to himself. The versatile, volatile little butterfly hunter seemed to be entirely gone.




  He came back to the house presently, and began to smoke in silence.




  Gradually the dark mood turned from him and he began to smile once more.




  "Wrangel could cure that girl," he said, suddenly.




  "If he happened to be alive," Dick said, sententiously.




  "If he happened to be alive!---quite so. And I told you this afternoon, that he was not dead at all. Dick, do you recollect the meeting with Lady Stanmere in the summer-house?"




  Dick nodded. It was hopeless to try and follow Greigstein's mental wanderings.




  "Do you recollect what she called me?"




  "Let me see," Dick mused. "I recollect noticing that was not the same name. She called you Wrangel, Von Wrangel. Good heaven! Why, you are---"




  "Von Wrangel, only I am still to be known as Greigstein. Someday I will tell you how I came to get into this dreadful mess. But I am Von Wrangel, and Lady Stanmere is my aunt. And now you know why I sent that telegram, and why I made those experiments."




  Dick paced up and down in great agitation. He hardly dared to ask the question that was on the tip of his tongue.




  "And you think," he said, "you really think---"




  Greigstein lighted a cigar coolly.




  "It is no matter for speculation at all," he said. "I deceive no patient, and I make no mistakes. Your beautiful sweetheart is going to see once more."
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  Kant stood watching the carriage drive down the square with the air of a man who has discharged his duty and has earned his realisation. He regarded the sky somewhat critically, and gave to the hall-keeper his studied opinion that there would be rain before long. At the same time he was looking keenly for the figure that he knew was concealed not far off. Presently a dark shadow stole out from under the shadow of the trees opposite, and Kant followed cautiously. He satisfied himself that at length the coast was clear.




  "A very near thing," he muttered. He wiped a gentle moisture his forehead. "I'm getting a bit too old to enjoy this business of sitting on a volcano. What a nerve that young gentleman has got, to be sure. You may say what you like, but education has its advantages. But sooner or later the whole truth must come out."




  It was some half an hour later before Spencer came home. He crept up the stairs like a man who is on the verge of paralysis. The grey pallor of his face, the blue tinge of his lips, startled Kant. He poured a little brandy into a glass and handed it to his master.




  "I dare not," Spencer groaned. "I am absolutely shattered, and the spirit would make a man of me, but I dare not. With nerves like mine, once I took to that kind of thing, I should be a lost man. Take the accursed stuff away, I tell you."




  Kant complied in his noiseless way. The flash of anger encouraged him. Spencer was not so far gone as his appearance denoted. Gradually the grey pallor left his face, the horrid twitching of his nostrils ceased. A gleam of interest came into his eyes.




  "That is a clever young man, Kant," he said, with a feeble smile. He rubbed his thin hands nervously together. "A very clever young man. I knew he would manage it."




  "Well, he did, sir," Kant said, respectfully. "Walked in here as if the place was his own and ordered me about in a manner that---that---"




  "I should never dare to imitate, Kant. Go on."




  "Well, sir, we servants have our feelings the same as other people. I didn't know what to do. There he sat, smoking your cigars and grinning all over his face, ready to stay and wait for you till day-light if necessary. And Miss Mary playing the piano, a few feet away, all the time. I assure you, sir, a Turkish bath was nothing to it. Then that young gentleman came."




  Kant proceeded to go into details. Spencer smiled approvingly.




  "A very clever fellow," he said, "a very clever young fellow, indeed."




  "Ay, and an ambitious one, too," Kant said shrewdly. "A young gentleman who would hold himself to be as good as anybody. And if he happened to fall in love with the daughter of a millionaire its little he'd care for the millionaire if the young lady was willing."




  The faint suggestion of a smile faded from Spencer's face. Kant was a privileged servant and deep in his master's secrets. His speech was a gross impertinence, but Spencer failed to notice it. With his own selfish ends in view, he had never taken into consideration what might be the result of the romantic side of the adventure.




  "You are talking nonsense," he said, "and impudent nonsense at that. Mr. Stevenson is a gentleman, and is under certain obligations to me. Let me have a few months longer and my life's work will be done. Then nothing can make any difference. But if anything happened now, if the truth should come to light. . . . I dare not think of it. This is the shadow that follows me night and day, the haunting dread that never leaves me. And now there are two of them. . . . Heaven grant that I do not break down before my work is finished. Perhaps I have done wrong."




  "I am certain of it, sir," Kant replied. "Mr. Martlett."




  "But I sent for him. He was out of town. There was hardly time to think. I wanted somebody who was young and strong and full of resource, and young Stevenson suddenly occurred to me. And you can't deny that he saved the situation."




  "Perhaps to create another one, sir. And Stanmere of all places in the world!"




  Spencer made a feeble, impatient gesture. "I tell you fate was too strong for me," he cried. "It always is too strong for one who has committed such a crime as mine. To-day, rich and respected, working for the resurrection of a noble house---to-morrow, a criminal in the dock with all my plans ruined, with more misery on innocent heads than before. The thought haunts me night and day, it causes me to wake in the night and tremble. To conceal one crime, I have committed another. And yet it is for the best."




  "You would be best to go to bed," Kant said, practically.




  "Yes, you are right. I feel so old to-night. I'll go to bed, Kant."




  Spencer dragged himself to his feet wearily, a human wreck, a dotard in the last stage of decay. He was like a child in the hands of his servant. Presently he closed his eyes wearily.




  "I shall sleep to-night," he said. "To-morrow I shall be myself again. Do not forget to send round for Mr. Martlett the first thing in the morning."




  Martlett came in due course, silent, self-contained, and rusty as ever. He found Spencer sitting at his breakfast, with little trace of last night's emotion upon him. He was calm and collected now, there was a touch of ruddy color in his cheeks. A calm presentment of a great philanthropist stood out before the lawyer. But the pupils of the eyes were dilated and the hands shook slightly.




  "What's the matter now?" Martlett asked bluntly.




  Spencer proceeded to explain. Martlett listened with absolute gravity. Whatever were the follies or the virtues of his clients, no gleam of his feelings was reflected on his parchment face. He listened to the very end without a sign.




  "Well," Spencer said impatiently. "What is your opinion?"




  "That Dick Stevenson is a very smart young man," Martlett said, drily. "Also that he has got you out of the frying-pan into the fire."




  "I am afraid that I do not follow you."




  "Because you don't want to. To begin with, you have landed Miss Mary---the poor blind child round whom such tremendous interests revolve---at Stanmere. Lady Stanmere---"




  "Is the last person in the world who is likely to see Mary."




  "Because she never leaves the house, because she is wrapped up in her troubles? Pshaw! Now, let me tell you something. A little time ago, Dick Stevenson and his sister were living in Pant-street. There they made the acquaintance of an erratic German who, for political and other reasons, was masquerading as a teacher of languages. He called himself Greigstein. I knew all about it, because he is a client of mine. Being so friendly with the young people, what more natural than that he should visit them in the country?"




  "And see Mary, you mean. Why should he not? Stevenson is quite discreet."




  "It matters little how discreet he is. I told you that the German aforesaid called himself Greigstein. When I tell you his real name is Von Wrangel---"




  A queer choked cry came from Spencer.




  "The last man in the world who ought to know," he said, hoarsely. "If he goes down to Stanmere he is certain to recognise the child. That reckless busy-body!"




  "He's got exactly that," Martlett interrupted. "Von Wrangel is a man with many noble qualities, but he is terribly indiscreet. All his lifetime he has been a man who has allowed his heart to rule his head. But we need not go into that. The point is that Von Wrangel is on the verge of discovering the secret."




  Spencer looked blankly at the speaker. "What is the best thing to be done?" he asked.




  "The best thing under the circumstances is to leave matters to me," Martlett said, drily. "I am as keen on seeing your plans through as you are yourself. And there is another point that you have lost sight of."




  "Tell me what it is, do not spare me anything."




  Martlett rubbed his hands together.




  "Von Wrangel is a brilliant surgical operator," he said. "But for his political indiscretions and his outspoken tongue, by this time he might have been at the top of his profession. People have short memories, but Von Wrangel's operations on people with defective sight, or no sight at all, are still talked of with bated breath in certain circles. And Von Wrangel is romantic. Here is a lovely girl, here is a chance to exercise his skill. One of those magnetic touches of his, the prick of a lance and Mary sees once more."




  Spencer made no reply for a moment. He stood staring at the speaker with dilated eyes. From deep red to pink, from pink to dull yellow and ashen grey his face gradually changed. His chest was heaving, and great drops stood on his forehead.




  "I believe you are a fiend," he said, in a voice so low that it hardly reached Martlett's ears. "You sit there with no heart or feeling or bowels of compassion, and torture me like this! I had never thought of that---the idea had never occurred to me. If such were the case, I---I---"




  He broke down and wiped his wet face. Something had shaken him terribly. Absolutely unmoved, Martlett took a huge pinch of snuff.




  "I fancy I can understand," he said. "Very awkward position for you. But as to torturing you, that is also nonsense. It is my duty as your legal adviser to point out the risks you have to face. But if you are going to talk like a hysterical woman---"




  "No, no," Spencer said, hastily. "I feel like a man struck by lightning. Here is a new and horrible suggestion that takes the manhood out of me, here is another crime, Martlett. I am on the verge of the greatest crime of them all."




  Martlett rose and deposited his big snuff-box in his pocket.




  "Wait," he said, "I may be wrong, of course. It does not follow that Von Wrangel may be in a position to---but I will see him, I will try and see him to-day."




  Martlett walked out with his hands behind him, inscrutable and mysterious as ever, his back slightly bent, as if the weight of the family secrets was a little too much for him.
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  The weight of the family secrets had pressed Martlett down so close to his desk that he had not looked up from it for the last three hours. So absorbed was he in a mass of figures that he had quite forgotten that Greigstein, otherwise Von Wrangel, had telegraphed asking for an interview at four o'clock, which had made up for the disappointment of an unsuccessful search after the erratic German on the day before. The stuffy atmosphere of the room was rendered none the less so by the presence of an oil lamp on the lawyer's desk. Even the most brilliant summer light seemed to get discouraged and refused to show in these dingy chambers after mid-day.




  A clerk in rusty black stole in presently and laid a card on Martlett's table. He nodded gravely, and immediately Greigstein came in. He was in boisterous spirits and brought a refreshing atmosphere into that sad and stuffy room.




  "Ever busy, my old spider," he cried. "Ough, when I come in here I find it hard to breathe. Is air a crime? or is it a crime against the majesty of the law to open a window? If ever I want to kill any of my specimens instantly, I shall bring them here."




  "Sit, down, Von Wrangel," Martlett said, without a smile. "I tried to find you yesterday, therefore I was very pleased to get your telegram. Now, where were you yesterday?"




  "Where was I? Guess, old fox. Give one of your shrewd guesses."




  "I will. You were at Stanmere with my young friends, Dick and Molly Stevenson. You had a very pleasant day, and a tremendous surprise in the bargain. There you found the young lady whom we call Miss Mary, Lady Stanmere's missing relative. You have not met her before, but you recognised her from the amazing likeness to her mother."




  Von Wrangel nodded. He was too astonished to say anything for the moment.




  "You are to keep your knowledge to yourself," Martlett went on. "For instance, you are not to say a single word of her presence to Lady Stanmere."




  "But the hint has already been given," Von Wrangel cried. "I got on the trail quite by accident. It was a photograph I saw at the lodgings of my young friend Dick. And when a further accident brought myself and Lady Stanmere together, I told her what I had seen."




  Martlett permitted himself to indulge in the luxury of a groan. It was not often that he gave way to human weaknesses of that kind.




  "I might have expected it," he said. "So, at the present moment Lady Stanmere is within a mile of our young friends the Stevensons, and knows that Dick can tell her what she requires."




  "But why not? The poor lady is longing for her relative. I had done the family so much harm that I longed to bring back a little sunshine into that lonely life. And Mary's father is as much in the dark as anybody else. I have proved that."




  Martlett's eyes twinkled for a moment. "We can leave him out," he said. "Mary's father---"




  "Is one of the greatest rascals that pollute the face of the earth."




  "Well, we won't argue that either. My dear Von Wrangel, if I could invent some charge that would lead to your being locked up for, say, twelve months, I would do it with the greatest possible pleasure. You are always complicating things and getting in the way. You are brave and have tenacity, as that business at Potsdam proved. But you are terribly indiscreet; I never knew a brilliant man so indiscreet before. If Mary finds her way back to Stanmere at this moment it will mean ruin to Stanmere and disgrace to the lady who rules it. To prevent it I would sacrifice my fortune, my practice---ay, I would mortgage my good name."




  Two points of flame flashed from Martlett's eyes. His voice was raised, he crashed his fist down upon the table in a sudden spurt of fashion.




  "I have put my foot in it again?" Von Wrangel asked, "and with the best intentions. That dear lady's eyes were so sad, I thought of the poor girl's mother."




  "Whom you knew very well at one time?"




  "Whom I loved," Von Wrangel said, with great intensity, "who was taken from me by a knave and a scoundrel by lies and fraud. If it was not for the girl---"




  "But it is for her. To a certain extent I have taken you into my confidence, but I dare not go further, because an impulsive man like you is not to be trusted. Now listen to me. You want money?"




  "I do. My telegram asked you to find me five hundred pounds at once."




  "You shall have it. Mind you, I am not fool enough to try and bribe a man of your integrity. But you shall have it on one condition. In the first place, you are to do nothing, you are not to interfere in the matter in any shape or form."




  "I promise that. It seems to me that I have done mischief enough."




  "Ay, ay," Martlett said grimly. "If you only knew how much mischief, you would attach yourself to a sheet of cork as a specimen---of the biggest ass in Europe. But there is another thing. You are intimately acquainted with Stephen Stanmere Gay."




  Von Wrangel nodded. There was a murderous gleam in his eyes.




  "Yes, I see," Martlett went on. "We will not dwell upon that tender point. What I want to ask you is this: if we want to rid England of Master Richard's presence suddenly, can you show us any way of bringing that desirable consummation about?"




  Von Wrangel laughed unpleasantly. His eyes gleamed again.




  "You have come to the right place now," he said. "When the time comes you send to me the one word 'act' in the form of a telegram, and an hour or two later Richard Gay shall be flying, fearful of his life. I would hunt him from continent to continent like a mad dog. I would strike him down and rid the world of one of the worst."




  Von Wrangel paused, and laughed with marvellously sudden change of manner.




  "But enough of that, old fox," he cried, "You leave it to me. And now tell me, can I have that five hundred pounds that we were talking about this week!"




  "Yes," Martlett said thoughtfully. "Come to me on Saturday."




  XXVI --- LOST
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  Like a wet sponge passed over a slate, all Dick's suspicions of Von Wrangel fell away. The mystery of the disguises and the sudden transformation to the brilliant polished man of the world were explained. Dick could smile at his own fears. It was flattering also to feel that he had made a friend of a man of such wide attainments. Von Wrangel read him like an open book.




  "Now you will not mistrust me any longer," he said. "For the present I am a refugee, but the time is coming when I can take my place again. Deliberately I sacrificed my position to save a worthless rascal for the sake of his wife and family. But apart from that the fact remains that I am Von Wrangel, the greatest eye operator in the world."




  He spoke so simply that there was no suggestion of egotism about him. In a drifting whirl of cigarette smoke he paced restlessly up and down the room.




  "Look you," he went on, "there is a secret about that young lady, the whole of which even you don't know."




  "But on which you might enlighten us," Dick suggested.




  "To a certain extent, yes; we might help one another. But we won't do that, because we are both pledged to secrecy and are both gentlemen. Besides, there is a story that I tell to no one. It is only on the professional side that I look now. Mind you, much or little as I know, I have never met Miss Mary face to face before. Directly I looked into those beautiful pathetic blue eyes of hers all my old instincts were aroused. They are lovely eyes, and there is nothing wrong with them---as eyes. I need not bore you with scientific phrases. I could see at a glance that the pupils were uninjured. But on the other hand the optic nerve might have perished. If that had taken place no surgery in the world could cure her, though certain experiments with the filaments---"




  Von Wrangel trailed off for an instant into details which Dick could not follow. The great scientist had fallen into a brown study and was talking to himself. The blue cigarette smoke was still like a cloud about his head.




  "But I am forgetting myself," he went on presently. "If the optic nerve was not destroyed, there was hope. You recollect the cause of the mischief was a long illness. Miss Mary is well and strong again once more, and consequently---But I am wandering again. A remark or two made to-day caused me to try certain experiments. They were quite successful. I want certain instruments and one or two exceedingly expensive drugs before I begin the operation in earnest; and you and I are going to town to-morrow and procure them. My lawyer shall find the money, and then---"




  "And then you are really hopeful?" Dick cried.




  "It is no question of hope at all," Von Wrangel said, coolly. "In a week those beautiful eyes will see as well as yours or mine. But you are to say nothing about it. If anything went wrong, the disappointment would be too keen. But I shall not fail."




  Dick gazed at the speaker with frank admiration. He made no boast; he did not raise his voice; he spoke as a man who knows his power and the way to use it. And whilst he slept peacefully, he gave Dick a restless and uneasy night. The whole thing seemed too good to be true. It seemed to Dick that this was the one thing wanting to make his happiness complete.




  He must tell somebody; it was impossible to keep so beautiful a secret to himself. When at breakfast time Von Wrangel alluded casually to a visit to London with Dick, Molly jumped, woman like, to the conclusion that it had something to do with Mary's eyes.




  "And I believe you know all about it," she said to Dick as she drew him into the garden. "I believe that you have some good news, and that we are entertaining Von Wrangel in disguise."




  "You'll guess a long time before you beat that," Dick cried. "My dear old girl, it is the most wonderful thing. Mary's sight is going to be restored, and I am off to London to get the necessary mysteries. Only, Mary is not to know. For the present, at any rate, Greigstein is Greigstein. He has no doubt whatever as to the success of the operation."




  Molly listened in tearful delight. It was like a story from a fairy book. And there was just the fear that the operation might end in failure.




  "It will be a fearful day for me," Molly gasped. "I am such a poor diplomatist. I shall have to stuff my handkerchief in my mouth for fear lest I should betray the secret. Think of the happiness before the poor child---think of the delight of her father. And to fancy that we have under our roof so distinguished a scientist as Von Wrangel!"




  "And to think of the cheap way we occasionally treated him," said Dick, with a suggestion of colour in his cheeks. "Molly, don't you feel ashamed of yourself?"




  It was late in the evening before Von Wrangel and Dick returned to Stanmere. The former hugged under his arm a precious parcel that he refused to confide to anybody. Contrary to his usual custom, he was short and snappy in his manner, and grew even to moody silence. The case was on his mind now to the exclusion of anything else, and would be till the operation was over. An allusion to butterflies on Dick's part was met with a snarl of contempt for men who waste valuable time upon such frivolity.




  "There is Molly waiting at the gate," said Dick. "Why, what is the matter?"




  Molly was pale, there were dark rings under her eyes. She looked miserably wretched and anxious, and the dust on her shoes showed that she had tramped far.




  "It's Mary," she gasped. "She went out this afternoon. I had something to do. She said she could find her way anywhere, and so she seemed able to do. Her idea was to go on as far as the edge of the Warren and back. And she---she---"




  "Has not come back at all?" Von Wrangel asked




  "I went to look for her," Molly said, briefly. "She has not been in the Warren because the gate was locked. I called and called to her, and for the last two hours I have looked everywhere. Dick, the mystery of it frightens me. If harm has come to her---"




  Molly could say no more. The picture of the poor blind girl wandering alone overcame her. Dick turned away with a groan of despair. Then he turned across the fields on a search that he knew in his heart of hearts was bound to end in failure.




  XXVII --- MARY TAKES A WALK




  

    Table of Contents

  




  A brilliant sunshine lay over Stanmere, there were purple shadows on the woods behind. Mary stood there with the golden light on her face picturing the different points of the landscape, a series of views from memory. There was something pretty and tender about it, a touch of pathos, no less touching because there was no shadow of sadness about it.




  "I can see it perfectly," she said. "The old beeches by the church porch and the golden cornland beyond. We must go there after we have had lunch."




  But Molly had to decline regretfully. At any rate, she could not go out till after tea. Really, there was so much to do. But there was no reason why Mary should not walk up and down outside. She professed to know every inch of the ground, and, indeed, she moved from place to place with a certainty that relieved Molly's mind from anxiety.




  "I am going as far as the edge of the Warren," Mary cried. "You need not have the smallest anxiety about me, Molly. Do let me go."




  Molly had no objection to make. And really she was very busy. There was a great deal of unpacking that she wanted to have off her mind. And then there was another thing, the secret of the forthcoming operation. Every time she glanced at Mary and saw the pathetic patience of those blue eyes she felt a wild desire to speak. She felt that she really must tell Mary the good news. It seemed cruel to conceal it from her.




  "Very well," she said cheerfully. "If you get into trouble call for me. But I am sure that you will be able to manage it all right."




  Mary went off slowly down the path and into the road. There was no road in the proper sense of the word, but a broad grass track that led to the Warren on the one side and the broad expanse of the heath on the other. It seemed easy in the daytime, but many a faltering footstep had found disaster there on a dark winter's night.




  But it was soft and elastic now and downhill. Mary wandered on filled with the sense of the delight of her new-found freedom. The feeling of helplessness had left her. She touched a bush here and there to satisfy herself where she was, heedless of the fact that the shadows of the early September evening were creeping in. Her knowledge of the locality was all right, only her sense of time was at fault. It was getting a little late, Mary thought. The sun must have gone how, for the dim glow was no longer on her face. Perhaps she had better turn back. She must have been out for over an hour and she was getting a little tired. It would be as well to turn back.




  Mary did so, utterly ignorant of the fact that it was nearly dark. Somebody rustled up to her side and a hand was slipped into her own. Mary smiled as she felt the hand to be that of a child.




  "I'm afraid I'm lost," a fearless voice said. "We are staying at Brattle, and I came so far to look for white heather. I've got the heather, but which is the way home?"




  It was a well-bred and nurtured little girl, as Mary could tell from her voice and the smoothness of her hand. Blind as she was, Mary could be useful here.




  "We ought to be close to a clump of Scotch firs," she said. "Over to the left are they? My---my sight is not very good, so you must lead me there. From the firs the path is quite straight down to the church. Would you know your way then?"




  The child was certain of it. She gave a little cry of delight when the firs were reached.




  "How silly of me," she cried. "Why I could see my way before, only I got confused. I expect they will be rather anxious about me at home. Good-by."




  The child skipped away. Mary smiled a little proudly to think how useful she had been, and then the smile faded as she had lost her track.




  She would not cry out, she would try and find it. . . Surely it was getting very dark. And that path must lead to the house. Very few people came this way after dark, and perhaps---But somebody was coming. To Mary's quick ear it sounded like the step of a man. It was a swaggering step in a light boot; presumedly the passer-by was a gentleman.




  "Can you put me on the upland path that leads to Shepherd's Spring?" Mary asked, with some little hesitation. "Or if you could tell me where I am now?"




  "Under High Beeches, and going the wrong way," the stranger said. "Why, great heavens!"




  The speaker paused, the artificial politeness of his tones changed to a slight Cockney accent. The man in the loud tweed suit stared with amazement into Mary's face. There was something about the last few words of his speech that struck the girl as familiar.




  "I know you," she cried, "where have I heard you before? Oh, I know. You are Venner, the husband of my dear nurse Cecilia. What are you doing here?"




  Venner muttered something---he was utterly taken by surprise. The uneasy swagger had gone, the exaggerated loudness of his grey suit had a touch of humor about it.




  "Cecilia is here, and you have come to see her," Mary went on. "You have come to persecute her and worry her for money, as usual. I shall not permit it, Venner."




  An uneasy grin came over Venner's face. Of course Mary was staying at Stanmere. There might be something to be made out of this discovery later on. It never occurred to the man that Mary might have been staying somewhere else and had lost her way.




  "My wife came down here at Lady Stanmere's request," he said, with the uneasy grin still on his face. "I wanted to see her over some misunderstanding about a watch. You see, the watch was missing from her rooms; in fact, I took it by mistake. Being temporarily short of money, I disposed of the watch. It was unfortunate that my wife put the matter in the hands of the police. You quite understand, Miss Mary. If you could put in a good word for me---"




  Mary understood enough. The rascal had stolen the watch and pawned it. Mary knew where she was now. She could catch the scent of the sweetbriar hedge that bordered the Stanmere grounds. She would go on till she came to the lodge and get someone to send for Nurse Cecilia and warn her. She turned and left Venner grinning uneasily behind her.




  Cecilia must be warned of what had happened; she must let this fellow have his deserts. Probably Venner had stolen into her London rooms and carried off the watch, and Cecilia had informed the police without really knowing who the thief was. As a matter of fact, such was exactly the case. And Mary was quite alive to the character possessed by Horace Venner. Years ago before he married Cecilia, he had been a servant in the Stanmere household.




  Yes, this must be the way. But really the sweetbriar hedge was longer than it used to be. It seemed to lead now right on to the lawn. Groping about with her hands Mary came in contact with a stone figure that seemed familiar to her. Unless she was greatly mistaken there should be a sweep of gravel path close here. Before the thought was framed Mary's feet pressed it.




  She knew where she was now, close under the dining-room window at Stanmere. The poor girl was trembling from head to foot with fatigue and excitement. She had done a foolish thing, she might so easily have got Molly to send a few words of warning to Cecilia. But then Cecilia was in mortal fear of her husband.




  But Mary must not enter Stanmere. She had never inquired the reason why she had been so mysteriously taken away from there, but her father had willed it, and everything that he did was was right in her eyes. She must try and find her way back to Shepherd's Spring.




  Voices! Somebody was speaking somewhere, surely in the dining-room, the window of which must have been open. Mary listened eagerly, her heart beating fast with delight. For assuredly it was Cecilia who was talking. Cecilia would keep her secret and see her home. The truth about Venner could be told at the same time. Mary flung prudence to winds. She crept up to the window, which was wide open, and passed in without the slightest hesitation. She would see Cecilia and then---




  And then there was a wild glad cry, a pair of arms were wound round Mary's neck, and a voice which was not Cecilia's was pouring endearment in her own ear, and Mary realised in a tired, misty fashion, that she was in the close embrace of Lady Stanmere.




  XXVIII --- LADY STANMERE SEES A GHOST
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  The beautiful decorous life was moving on slowly at Stanmere. There were no signs of poverty or anxiety there now; the trim lawns and flowers, the perfectly appointed gardens spoke of wealth. To the outsider with a sense of order and beauty it seemed impossible for trouble to touch Stanmere. Even the sleek servants seemed to be beyond the laws of sorrow.




  But to the mistress of it all life was dull and monotonous. Like Lady Deadlock, life had no charm for her. Unlike Lady Dedlock, she loved her home and was never bored there. But it was a house of shadows all the same, a houseful of painful associations. It was here in this room that Stephen had defied his father, and by that door that he had quitted the house for ever, by the passage that Lord Stanmere had gone to his death. There was much to care for but nothing to love.




  "If only Mary were back again," was the constant prayer going up from Lady Stanmere's heart. The girl had come into her life at the time when she sorely needed something to care for, and she had given the full wealth of her affection in return. And so suddenly Mary had been spirited away. Lady Stanmere had asked no questions, for there was nobody to answer them. The girl's father had taken her away and there was an end of the matter. The father might be dead by this time for all that Lady Stanmere knew to the contrary; but in any case the cloud was still over her life.




  Mary had gone for ever; Lady Stanmere had made up her mind to that. And then Von Wrangel had come back with the news of the child. She could not be dead, because she had so recently been photographed; there was no question of her identity, because Von Wrangel had known and loved her mother---the mother that Lady Stanmere had never seen.




  And here the child was---in some way connected with Richard and Molly Stevenson, the children of the late rector of Stanmere. It was very strange. And it was stranger still that Mr. Martlett had actually forbidden Lady Stanmere to follow up the clue, hinting at all kinds of evil consequences if Mary came under that roof again.




  But she must find out something, if only to satisfy her curiosity. Mary might be close at hand for all she knew to the contrary. Lady Stanmere was thinking it all over as her maid was dressing for dinner. The weary process was finished at length, and Lady Stanmere was alone in the vast solitude of the drawing-room. The windows were open to the lawn; through one of them came presently a tall, dark-eyed woman in a nurse's dress.




  "Cecilia!" Lady Stanmere cried. "What are you doing here!"




  The woman stooped and raised one of the long slim hands to her lips. She sank into the chair with the air of one who has come at length to a haven of peace.




  "I could not help it, my lady," she said. "You told me that whenever I wanted peace and rest I was to come down here. In the old days---"




  "For the sake of the old days you are always welcome, Cecilia."




  The dark eyes in the pale face filled with tears. Nurse Cecilia looked like a woman with a history. It was the class of face which is softened and beautified by sorrow.




  "You are very good, my lady," she said. "My husband is about again. And he is seeking to make money out of some family secret. I can't quite guess what it is, but it has something to do with one of the---your sons. And he persecutes me; he declares that I shall come and live with him again."




  "Always trouble here," Lady Stanmere said, sorrowfully. "It was a bad day for us when Venner came here; and his father was respectable, too! But he dare not follow you here."




  "My lady, he dare follow me anywhere. I was tired and worn out, and I fled here to escape him. He found his way into my rooms and took a presentation watch from there. And I told the police, never guessing for a moment who the thief must be. If the police take him now, he will be sent to prison once more."




  "Surely that would be better for all parties, Cecilia?"




  "Oh, it would, my lady! If I hold my hand, he must be taken. But I cannot forget the old days; and if he sees me, I am certain to be weak---"




  "And submit yourself to the old persecution. Cecilia, if that man comes here, I will tell the servants to flog him from the doorsteps. After all you have done for him, after the way he has lived on you, this kind of thing is intolerable. Keep out of his way, Cecilia, let the police do their work and get rid of him."




  Nurse Cecilia wiped the tears from her dark eyes. She had not forgotten the old days when that rascal had been a passable husband to her. It was not for long, but the memory still remained.




  "I ought to do it," she murmured; "for the sake of the family to whom I owe so much, I ought to do it. And there is more rascality afoot behind it. Venner has some hold on one of your boys, my lady; I don't know which, but I am certain it is one of them. If I do nothing now, much anxiety and misery may be spared. But if I see that man---"




  "I tell you, it shall not be," Lady Stanmere cried. "You shall not see that man. You shall stay here as long as you like, Cecilia, and welcome. I was sorry to lose you. Indeed, I never could understand why you went at all."




  "Pride," Cecilia murmured, "my pride drove me away. All the servants here knew my pitiful story from the time I came here as a child. But it is very good of you, my lady. I have had so much work and worry lately that I am quite broken down."




  She stopped, unable to proceed. Lady Stanmere regarded her pitifully.




  "Not another word," she said. "We will find you something to do. My silks are on the mantel-shelf in the dining-room---pray get them for me."




  The dining-room was empty save for an elderly footman who was placing flowers on the table. He stood regarding the intruder with surprise.




  "Well, well," he said, "and so you have come back again. You were foolish to leave. Put those few chrysanthemums right for me. What a rare hand at flowers you used to be! I've wasted a whole hour over those, and look at them."




  A few deft touches and the flowers were transformed. Ceclia's heart was in her work.




  "There!" she said, standing back to admire her handiwork, and heedless of the fact that the aged footman had left the room. "It only needed the dark ones to be pulled out a little, so that the white blossoms have full play. If I could do nothing else but this work---"




  She paused as a light footstep struck her ear. She turned to see Mary in her white dress standing by the window. A cry of surprise and delight escaped her for she had known and loved the girl for years; she was something more than a sacred memory.




  "Miss Mary!" she cried. "Miss Mary back again! Where did you come from? Where have you been? Oh, my dear, dear child! my sweet Miss Mary!"




  In the decorous quietness of the house the cry rang out loud and clear. It reached Lady Stanmere, dreaming of old times by the side of the logwood fire. It came to her in a confused kind of way as if Cecilia's troubles had touched her brain and that she had lost her reason for the moment. Then there came a light laugh, light as thistledown.




  The cry brought Lady Stanmere to her feet, her hands pressed to her heart. She knew that laugh at once; she had heard it a thousand times in her dreams. Was it possible that she, too, was suffering from some passing hallucination?




  But there was that little laugh again, followed by voices. Somebody else was talking besides Cecilia. With shaking limbs, Lady Stanmere crept out into the vast gallery hall and crossed over to the dining-room. The voices were still ringing in her ears.




  She looked in. There was Nurse Cecilia with her hands on the shoulders of a girl in white, a girl with a serenely beautiful face and a pair of large, pathetic, blue eyes. There could be no possible doubt---it was Mary in the flesh. She stood there smiling as if she had never been away from Stanmere at all.




  "Now I must go," she was saying. "It seems very hard, but---"




  "No no!" Lady Stanmere cried, "you must never go any more. My child my child, what power was it that induced you to leave us at all?"




  XXIX --- ANOTHER VISITOR
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  It was a long time before Mary could speak. She had done a foolish thing on the impulse of the moment. From the instant that she recognised Venner's voice, her prudence had been cast to the winds. Perhaps the fact that she had lost herself had rendered her a trifle hysterical.




  But she had done wrong. She had no business to have troubled about Cecilia at all. And that man had made her a kind of tool on the chance of his not being able to obtain an interview with his wife. She had come to Stanmere knowing that her father would sternly disapprove; indeed, why had he taken her from Stanmere in that mysterious manner unless there had been grave reasons?




  And yet what could she do? Lady Stanmere's broken cry had gone to her heart. It told how terribly she had missed the girl to whom she had given her love. Nor was it the time for explanation. She would stay a little time, despite the fact that Molly would be terribly anxious, and then, aided by Cecilia, she would steal away again. She had never expected to be trapped like this.




  "You are going to stay here, now," Lady Stanmere murmured, with her arms about the girl's neck. "My dear child, I could never part with your again. Your father sent you back?"




  "No, no," Mary said, in deep distress. "Dearest, I have no business here at all. I am here quite by accident. A little later and I will explain to you. But I am so dreadfully tired and hungry. If you will let me go to my own room with Cecilia to look after me---"'




  "Oh! yes, yes. But you must not run away again. Your room is ready---it has always been kept ready for your return. There is a fire there at this moment, and all your toilette things are laid out. The dresses you left behind are in your wardrobe, for I knew you would return."




  Lady Stanmere sat down on a big armchair and cried softly. Meanwhile Mary had hurried away. In her old room everything was ready and waiting. Cecilia closed the door.




  "Now what does it all mean, Miss Mary?" she asked, eagerly. "Why did you go away? And how did you come back in this strange fashion?"




  "But I have not come back at all," Mary explained, hurriedly. "I am here by the merest accident of chance. I lost my way near here and Venner---"




  "Ah!" Cecilia drew a deep breath. "And you recognised him?"




  "By his voice. He was down here looking for you. I guessed that, and he did not deny it. And then he told me a shameful story of a watch that he had stolen. On the impulse of the moment I came on here to find you. Cecilia, do you know anything of the mystery that surrounds me?"




  "I can give a pretty good guess," Cecilia said.




  "Well, I am to ask no questions. I leave it all to the wisdom of my father. When I went away from here I did so without demur, though it seemed cruel to my grandmother. Good as my father is, there is something that persecutes him and follows him from place to place. Can you guess what it is?"




  "Ay," Cecilia said, with her eyes glowing. "I can guess, but I dare not say."




  "Oh, I am not going to ask you. The old persecution followed us a day or two ago, and I had to leave London. I left it late at night, and in a most mysterious fashion. Again I asked no questions. I am with friends now that I love, and I am happy, but I was not to come here. Cecilia, you must get me back to those friends again."




  Cecilia said nothing. Her eyes were gleaming wildly. She pressed her hand to her side as if there were some sharp physical pain there.




  "I am the most miserable woman in the world," she cried. "You are asking me to deceive my benefactor, and, for your sake and others, I must do so. But not yet, give me time. You will dine with Lady Stanmere, and we shall see what we can do afterwards. Your friends must wait."




  Mary gave in with a little sigh. Her adventures had dazed her a little, and she was very tired. Down below, dinner was served, and Lady Stanmere was waiting. Behind her chair was Goss, manfully struggling to preserve his air of indifference. The long elaborate meal proceeded almost in silence. Lady Stanmere was waiting for the time when she should be alone with Mary. She pushed her plate aside---her dinner was a mere matter of form.




  Goss moved about in his own silent steady way. The presence of royalty would have failed to hurry him a pace. For once the decorous stillness and methodical slowness of the service irritated Lady Stanmere. She longed to be alone with Mary. From without the silence was suddenly broken, there was a harsh commanding voice that caused Mary to start and her hands to tremble. Contrary to all decorum, a footman fetched Goss out. He came back presently with a pencilled card that he laid by the side of his mistress. His face was a little pale and even his equanimity was shaken.




  "Mr. Stephen is down below," the message ran; "says he must see you."




  A queer strangled cry broke from Lady Stanmere. She hurried out at once, followed by Goss.




  "Go and ask Cecilia to come this way," she whispered. "At once, please. Where is my son, Goss? Did you say that he was in the library? Strange how deaf I seem to have grown suddenly. Goss, on no account is Mr. Stephen to come in here. If necessary, force must be used. I am old and feeble, but I am not going to be treated like this any longer. I am going to have an explanation."




  Lady Stanmere went on her way towards the library, and Goss hurriedly departed to fetch Nurse Cecilia. His face was white now, and he seemed to have some difficulty in controlling his legs. He burst into the housekeeper's room where Cecilia was sewing.




  "The devil has come back," he said. "He is in the library with my lady. And you are to go to the dining-room at once. Heaven knows what it all means."




  Cecilia departed swiftly as a shadow. There was the noise of a hoarse blustering voice in the library. In the dining-room Mary sat pale and silent. Even there the hoarse voice carried.




  "Cecilia," Mary cried, as she recognised the footstep. "What has happened? Something has gone wrong; and I can hear my father's voice."




  "Surely not, my dear child."




  "But I tell you that I can. It is my father, only he is hoarse and angry. I never heard him like that before, Cecilia. I am going to find out what it is all about."




  Cecilia rose and locked the door. Her face was white, her eyes hard and stern.




  XXX --- THE PRODIGAL
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  Just for one moment Lady Stanmere faltered. She stood in the great hall with the dead and gone Stanmeres looking down upon her, soldiers and statesmen and clerics that Lely and Van Dyck and Reynolds and Romney had painted. There had been terribly wild blood in many of them, but no disgrace. It would have been easier to have faced the shade of any of them there than meet the degenerate man now waiting in the library.




  Lady Stanmere stood there with her hand pressed to her heart, and a dryness in her throat. At any cost this disgrace must be averted. Stephen Gay had left home with the shadow of crime upon him, and he had never been back till to-night. What his record had been in the meantime, Lady Stanmere did not dare to think.




  But he was her son; this wayward, handsome boy had sat at her knee and lover her in the golden days. It all passed before her eyes like a flash---the promising son, the small disgraces, and the gradual unfolding of those meaner qualities that the mother had in vain tried to hide from a stern father.




  Twenty years. Nearly 20 years since she had seen Stephen last. Perhaps if she had been a little more severe! A stern-faced bishop after Holbein frowned at her from his frame, and one of Lely's beauties simpered. What were vain regrets now? For Stephen was in the library, a desperate man, or he would not have been here at all. With all the courage that she could command Lady Stanmere walked into the library and closed the door. The room was brilliantly lighted, for Stanmere had its own electric supply. In a spirit of bravado Stephen had switched on all the lamps. He stood in the centre of the room---the very picture of a hunted animal brought to bay. Under ordinary circumstances his suit of Harris tweed would have spoken eloquently enough of hard wear, uncertain habitation, and dubious company; but now it was torn and soiled and stained as if he had come headlong across country with pursuit hard behind him.




  His eyes gleamed, too, his hair was matted and dishevelled. He was still breathing very hard as if he had run far and fast. The handsome face scowled and then the hard lips quivered. A long scratch down the right cheek, the result of a bramble, did not add to his appearance. He stood there hard and defiant, as if uncertain of his welcome.




  "Stephen," Lady Stanmere whispered. If the man had not been so utterly wrapped up in himself and his troubles he would have seen how pitifully the slim hands trembled. "Stephen!"




  He laughed recklessly. He looked round at the handsome appointments of the room, the thick Persian carpet, the deep leather chairs, at a reflection of himself in the carved Florentine mirror opposite. How different everything might have been.




  "Nothing changed," he said. "No alteration after twenty years. You wind the clock and the clock goes round, and there is an end of it. I might have been as respectably dull as Stanmere. I might have been sitting down in decent sables with Goss handing me my coffee. I should have ended by burning the old place down. And at---"




  He broke off with a queer strangled sigh.




  "Stephen," Lady Stanmere said, "you are in trouble?"




  "Of course I am. I was born to be a trouble to myself and everybody connected with me. My dear mother, I am flying from the police."




  "Oh, Stephen! My poor, headstrong boy."




  "There, there," the man said, not unkindly. "I was a bitter grief to you in the old days, but I have kept myself out of the way. For twenty years I have not worried you."




  Lady Stanmere sat down and folded her hands. There was a gentle patience about her that was almost sublime.




  "There you are wrong, my boy," she said gently. "For twenty years, day and night, you have never once ceased to be a trouble to me, and till I go down to my grave you never will. It was here that your father and myself sat with yourself and Paul playing before the fire---"




  "Don't, mother. I know what you are going to say. And here am I a nameless vagabond, and Paul, wherever he is, a smooth-faced ruffian far worse than I am. I have wronged many a man, but never one as Paul has wronged me. I have been hunting for him, and when we meet---"




  Stephen Gay was talking to himself, he had entirely forgotten his surroundings. Lady Stanmere gave a little cry as she saw the expression of his face.




  "Look at yourself in the glass," she whispered. "What do you see there? The features of a murderer. And you are speaking of your own brother."




  Stephen laughed recklessly. The hard look faded from his eyes.




  "We need not go into that," he said. "And Paul is safe for the present. Mother, I am penniless. I want you to let me have some money to get away with. Money was scarce enough in the old days, but I hear that things are different now. What does it mean?"




  Lady Stanmere shook her head.




  "I cannot tell," she said. "I have no head for business. I only know that after your father died the old money worries ceased. All the clamouring tradesmen were paid, and Stanmere is nearly free. Mr. Martlett has managed everything. If you want money you can have it---five hundred, a thousand, two thousand, if it will only save the disgrace."




  "No, no. I want less than that. Can you let me have a hundred pounds in gold? Give me that and I shall find a way out."




  Lady Stanmere nodded. The money was in the house ready to clear the housekeeping books at the end of the week. His hard, scratched face softened as he heard. Perhaps there was feeling in him somewhere.




  "I swear to you that I would not have come could I have managed it otherwise," he said. "But for the first time in my life I am absolutely and entirely beaten. I have lived in mansions and in hovels, and I have been equally happy in both. For five years I was absolutely respectable and prosperous. But always with the fear of the past before my eyes. The vendetta never loses sight of me for long. Von Wrangel's sacrifice for me is vain."




  "Von Wrangel is the curse of the house," Lady Stanmere cried. "He is of my own flesh and blood, but I wish he had never been born. But for him you---"




  "Would always have been what I am. Make no mistake on that head, mother. If I had not gone in for the seamy side of foreign politics, I should have taken up something infinitely worse. I know that Von Wrangel dragged my father in, but he could not possibly foresee what was going to happen. Do you know why my poor father was found in the lake?"




  "An accident," Lady Stanmere faltered. "The jury said---"




  "The jury would say anything where a peer is concerned. My father committed suicide. You know that as well as I do. And why? Because he had discovered what I had done. There was a woman in the case; the poor creature who afterwards became my wife. It was not me she cared for, but Von Wrangel. And to part them I betrayed the Order to which we both belonged. There are many good lives being wasted in gaol to-day because of that dastardly act of mine. But those blue eyes drove me mad. I never stopped to think. And I betrayed the Order to the police."




  Gay paced up and down as he was speaking. There was no shame about him; he might have been a criminal telling his story after his capture, when all was lost.




  "Von Wrangel knew," he went on. "He did not kill me as he ought to have done, but, for the sake of the woman he loved, for your sake, mother, he made it appear as if the whole thing was one of the queer headlong blunders of his own. He lost his position, he had to disappear. Do you mean to say that he has never told you this?"




  "I am hearing it for the first time," Lady Stanmere said, wearily.




  "Ah, he is a noble fellow. I am not so bad that I cannot admire nobility in others. But unhappily for me, there were members of the league who got at the truth; ruined men all of them. For years they have been hunting me all over the world. If my life had been a valuable one it would have been forfeited long ago. Being a useless vagabond I have escaped---till last night. Then I had to fight for existence. And as to the man I had to fight, I can't say whether he is dead or not."




  "Stephen, you don't mean to say that---that---"




  "Indeed I do. I had to be the hammer or the anvil, and naturally I preferred to be the hammer. How close the police are on my track now I cannot say, but they were very close this morning. I had expended my last sixpence; I was close to Stanmere, I lay in a ditch for two hours debating whether I should come here or not. It was a hard struggle, but when a man is penniless and hopeless, his resolution is apt to fail him. And that is all."




  Lady Stanmere listened dully. The horror of the thing froze her. She must wake up presently and find the whole thing an evil dream. The intrusion of vulgar crime amongst all these refined surroundings seemed impossible. It seemed almost impossible to believe that this hunted, dirty scoundrel, with the scar on his face still bleeding, could be her son, the handsome, headstrong boy who had played soldiers in that very room not so many years before.




  No, he must be some impostor who by chance had learnt by heart several dark pages from the family history. But, then, the voice was the voice of Jacob; a mother would not be deceived like that. And if Stephen Gay had not been so wrapped up in himself he would have noticed the change that a score of year's had produced.




  "I thought that the cup was full," she murmured. "I thought that the cup was full. But one never knows the measure of one's grief. You must stay here to-night."




  "Impossible!" Stephen cried. "I should not be safe. Give me the money and let me go, and---"




  He paused as the door opened and Goss looked in. This butler's face was perfectly grave and composed, but he could not repress the agitation in his voice.




  "Inspector Lawman to see you, my lady," he said. "He is in the morning-room."




  Goss bowed and closed the door gently behind him. Stephen Gay looked about him eagerly.




  "What did I tell you," he said hoarsely. "The hounds are nearer than I imagined. You must not see that man, mother; it would be fatal it you did. Is there anybody in the house you can trust, anybody who is familiar with our history?"




  "Nurse Cecilia, Venner's wife," Lady Stanmere cried, eagerly. "I am not well enough to see anybody, which, indeed, is no more than the truth. I will fetch her."




  Stephen Gay was alone for a moment. He looked round eagerly for some avenue of escape. He knew every trick and turn of the great house, though he had not seen the inside for a score of years. There was a doorway leading to an annexe terminating in a conservatory, which in its turn gave upon the smaller drawing-room. Once in the drawing-room it would be possible to dash across the terrace and so gain the haven of the wood. Beyond the wood was the manor and the moorside, where nobody could follow. There was a time when Stephen had known the secret paths by the bogs, but he had forgotten them.




  "I'll see how the land lies," he muttered. "They might have made some changes since my time. Just as well to be on the safe side."




  He crept cautiously into the annexe, and from thence into the drawing-room. It was soft with shaded lights and yet perfectly bright and clear. By the fireside sat Mary, in an altitude of rigid attention. She was quite alone, but she seemed to be listening to something. Stephen Gay staggered back with his hand to his head. He was like a man who has had a sudden shock. Then a hand came out from behind and dragged the dazed adventurer into the conservatory again. Mary half turned her head at the sound of the closing door.




  "Cecilia," Stephen cried. "Cecilia Venner! What does it all---"




  "Hush," Cecilia whispered. "Heavens, how near you were to spoiling everything. If you would not bring ruin upon us all, be silent."
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  Mary stood there trembling from head to foot with excitement. It had been a trying day with her, and her nerves were strung to their highest pitch.




  "I am sure it was my father," she said. "He speaks now as if he were disturbed and angry, like he used to do years ago before the money came and we were prosperous. And there is something dreadfully wrong or he would never speak like that. I must go to him."




  "I hear nothing but confused sounds," Cecilia said.




  "That is because all your senses are alive," Mary replied. "What I lost in one way I gained in another. I cannot follow the words, but I am certain of my father's voice. Let me go to him."




  "No," Cecilia said quietly. The white, worn face was very hard now, the dark eyes firm. "You are to stay here. It will all be explained presently."




  "I must know now. I must, I tell you. You can't detain me by force."




  "I can and will, Miss Mary. A rash step now and you will regret it all your life."




  Mary yielded with a passionate sigh. The gentle nature could not combat firmness like this. And yet her heart was in wild revolt.




  "If I could only see," she cried. "If I could only see, I might understand things better. But I seem to move in a dark world that is full of mysteries. Nobody seems to have any confidence in me. I am like a child who has a sweet popped in its mouth to prevent it asking questions. I am taken here and there and never am I to ask questions. If anybody cared for me---"




  "Oh, dearest, there are many who love you. My dear, if you only knew how precious your life is, what tremendous interests revolve around you! Blind as you are, your power is tremendous. And surely, surely you can trust in me!"




  "Can I trust in anybody?" Mary cried.




  "Hush! Not so loud. You are saying cruel things. If you will only be guided by me!"




  Mary's hands went out, feeling for those of her companion.




  "I did not wish to be unkind," she said. "But it is dreadful sitting out here in the dark with all these strange things going on about me. It is not as if I was of any importance."




  "But you are, dear," Cecilia said, gently. "You are of more importance than Stanmere itself. I am not supposed to know, but I found it all out long ago. And if you are indiscreet and let others find out, we shall all be ruined. Dear Miss Mary will you be guided by me?"




  "My dear Cecilia, I will do anything that you ask."




  "Then remain exactly where you are. Don't move till I come back. And if anybody comes into the room take no notice till you are spoken to."




  Mary promised, in her simple, childish way. It was some time before she heard a step, and then it seemed to be behind her. She heard something that sounded like a stifled cry, and then the banging of the conservatory door. If only she could have seen what was going on behind her!




  Stephen Gay stood amongst the flowers swaying to and fro like a drunken man. Nurse Cecilia seemed to have become transformed. The sad and weary look had left her face, she was alert and vigorous now. She turned defiantly to her companion.




  "Well," she said, "have you any questions to ask?"




  "A thousand," Stephen said hoarsely. "How did SHE get here?"




  "That for the present will remain a secret. The fact remains that she is here. And if you want to ruin everything, to bring the house down about our ears and drive your mother into a pauper's grave, then throw prudence to the winds and go and speak to her."




  "Mysterious and dramatic," Stephen sneered. "My brother---"




  "Your brother is a thousand times a better man than you. He never won a wife by a dastardly lie and broke her heart afterwards. But we need not go into that. Come this way. I am going to see Inspector Lawman and put him off the track. I doubt if he comes for you at all, but your conscience is uneasy. However, it is best to be on the safe side. Go up to your father's room. You used to be wonderfully alike as regards figure. Get into a suit of dress clothes; make a respectable appearance for yourself. Then come down again and wait for me here."




  "Always clever and full of resources," Stephen growled, admiringly. "So clever that I don't understand why you ever came to marry Venner."




  "Women are strange creatures," Cecilia said coldly. "It is not so remarkable when one considers that you found a woman to marry you."




  She walked off calm and neat across the hall. In the morning-room a slight, active-looking man was walking up and down the room impatiently.




  "You asked to see Lady Stanmere," she said, "but I fancy I am the right person. When I tell you that my name is Cecilia Venner---"




  "Exactly," Lawman interrupted. "In a measure I am down here in connection with the watch that was stolen from your rooms in London. We have traced the watch to a certain pawnbroker, who is able to identify the man. I am sorry to say---"




  "You need not be in the least sorry. I am quite aware of what you are going to say. The thief you have in your mind is my husband. I might have known that before I placed the matter in the hands of Scotland Yard. Directly I did so I knew that I had done a foolish thing. If I could only go back now---"




  "I am afraid that is impossible. Once a thing is in the hands of the police---"




  "I am quite aware of that. If you have made any arrest---"




  "Not up to the present. But we have traced your---the thief down here. We are perfectly aware that he is somewhere in the house. We are very loth to disturb Lady Stanmere, but we have a certain duty to perform."




  "But there is no necessity to alarm the household," Cecilia cried eagerly. "If that man is here I shall find him. He shall be expelled from the place, and once outside your course is clear. And if you only knew what an effort it costs me to say so much---"




  Inspector Lawman was outside again a few minutes later with a clear idea of his plans and the assurance that he had enlisted a clever woman on his side. But the clever woman's face had grown grey and worn again, all the strength seemed to have gone out of her limbs.




  "Fortune favours me," she muttered, "but the price is heavy. So my husband is actually hiding in the house somewhere. I must betray him; it is a terrible thing to do, but my duty is clear. And there is no reason why Mr. Stephen should know that the police have not come for him---yet he must be got out of the house, too. If I had not come down here goodness only knows what might have happened. But, on the other hand, Miss Mary would not have entered Stanmere, so that my presence is as much a curse as a blessing."




  Cecilia stood in the corridor waiting patiently for Stephen Gay. He came at length, but so utterly transformed that it was almost impossible to believe that he was the same man. His ragged hair was shaved off, the dirty suit discarded. In his somewhat old-fashioned dress clothes and glossy linen he looked the presentment of a country gentleman, a little given to dissipation, perhaps, but quite to the manner born.




  "A sufficiently passable disguise," he said, with a sinister smile.




  "Admirable," Cecilia said. "I have got rid of the police for you---for the time being, never mind how. But you cannot stay here, Mr. Stephen. To-night, perhaps, it will be best for you to remain."




  "As if I did not know that as well as you do. But for the present I am quite easy in my mind. You ask who I am. I am not Stephen Gay at all. Oh, you need not look at me in that curious way. I know a great deal more than you imagine."




  Cecilia muttered something as if she had a difficulty in swallowing.




  "You will do nothing," she said, presently, "you will ask no questions. As sure as you do, I will betray you. You have not been in the drawing-room?"




  "Indeed I haven't."




  "Nor are you to go there. Lady Stanmere has gone to her room. Oh! why did you come here at all, why did you not leave us alone as we were before you came?"




  Gay laughed. There was a certain enjoyment in his reckless adventure. He was his own self again now.




  "Have no fear," he said. "I have passed my word, and there is a look in your eyes that tells of a pretty temper when you are aroused. Ask Goss to see that there is a bed for me, and some whisky and cigars in the library. I'll be lord of acres for a few hours to-night."




  The house grew quieter. Most of the lights had been out for some time, but still Stephen Gay sat there with a cigar in his mouth. Despite the respectability of his appearance, there was an expression on his face that was not good to see. He bit his cigar nervously; he had a curious, hunted expression in his eyes, like a dog that is always alert.




  "Strange," he muttered, "I heard a sound somewhere. If those fellows think---"




  The cautious step came nearer. Gay rose softly and switched off the light. A moment later and he pounced down upon something distinctly warm and human. The struggle was a short one, for the stranger made no fight at all. The sudden rush of light again dazzled his eyes.




  "Venner," Gay said coolly. "Toujours Venner. As to your motives here there can be no two opinions. If things were not as they are I should hand you over to the police. For the sake of your wife I am going to quietly put you off the premises."




  "I didn't know," Venner gasped. "I didn't expect. But don't put me out to-night, sir. Let me stay here till it gets light and---"




  "Did you hear me speak? If you don't go I'll throw you out of the window."




  Venner fell back as the other rose. There was an ugly look in his eyes. The front door closed behind him, there was a rattle of bolts and bars. On his hands and knees Venner crawled away as if fearful of every shadow. He paused for breath behind a bush at length. He shook his fist savagely at the house.




  "Very well," he muttered. "If it is to be me, it shall be you as well. If they take me they shall take you as well, you murderous spy. What's that?"




  A light flashed out, holding the bush in the centre of a ring of dazzling flame.
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  Dick caught the full significance of Molly's speech after a moment. A stinging reproach rose to his lips, but the whiteness and misery of Molly's face restrained him. Under ordinary circumstances there would have been no occasion for anxiety, but with the halo of romance that surrounded blind Mary from the first, Dick saw the shadow of crime here.




  "How did it happen?" he asked as gently as possible.




  "It all seemed so natural," Molly explained. "I was too busy this afternoon to go out. And really, I wanted to be alone, because I could hardly trust myself to keep the good news from Mary. She said she could walk as far as the Warren."




  "Go down to the Warren alone!"




  "Why not, Dick. She knew the way quite well. I watched her going down the path as steadily as I could have walked myself. Not very fast, perhaps, but she never seemed to hesitate. When tea-time came and she did not return---but I need not go into that. I have looked everywhere."




  After all, there was little more to be said. Mary had utterly disappeared, leaving no trace behind her; it was not possible to believe that she had deliberately run away from her new friends. The trio by the garden gate looked furtively at each other, neither of them daring to suggest foul play.




  "It would be as well, perhaps, to go into the matter," Von Wrangel said, "if I only knew the circumstances under which the young lady came here---"




  "That is impossible," Dick said curtly. "It would be a betrayal of confidence."




  "And I quite agree with what Dick says," Molly murmured.




  "In that case your duty is plain, Dick," Wrangel went on. "The young lady has disappeared. She seems to be the central figure in a strange mystery; she comes down here to be out of the way of somebody, and it is fair to assume that somebody has found her. We cannot find that somebody till we know who he or she is. The young lady's guardian is most likely to know. Dick, you must go and see him at once and tell him what has happened."




  Dick nodded gloomily. Obviously Mr. Spencer must know of this disaster without delay. If some enemy had spirited Mary away, Spencer would be most likely to know who that enemy was.




  "I'd rather cut my right hand off," Dick said. "After all his kindness and goodness and the implicit way he trusted me, it seems dreadful to fail like this. Oh, I'll go, Molly. Perhaps our kind friend here may solve the problem."




  Dick strode off down the road without another word. He would be in London again and at Cambria square a little after ten o'clock. The whole thing had been a terrible blow to him, the sudden change of circumstances had shaken even his steady nerves. Half an hour before he had covered the ground with a cheerful heart and the fairest dreams of the future.




  There was London and the fierce lights of the electrics. As Dick neared his destination he found his heart beating faster and a certain dryness in the back of his throat. He would try the Record office first; possibly Mr. Spencer was there.




  Yes, the proprietor of the paper was in his office alone. Dick wished guiltily that he had been at home, anywhere so that the evil hour might be postponed. Mr. Spencer was stooping over a pile of accounts as Dick entered. The kindly smile on that pleasant face vanished as he caught the haunting misery in the eyes of the young man.




  "Shut the door," he said sternly. "Now tell me what has happened---quick."




  There was command in his voice but fear in his eyes. He passed his hand across his forehead in a confused kind of way.




  "It is Mary," Dick stammered. "She went for a little walk this afternoon and---"




  "You mean that she went out alone?"




  Dick explained. Mr. Spencer's head was turned away, his eyes shaded by his hand. For a little time he sat there quite still. Dick stood by miserably.




  "If you only knew," he said; "if you could only tell how I---Give me another chance, sir. Really, I am not thinking about myself. It seems so cruelly hard---"




  "It is cruelly hard, Dick. My dear boy, I am not going to blame you at all. I ought never to have sent Mary down there, the risk was too great. And yet I believe it is an axiom that the safest place to hide is where one is least liable to be looked for. You acted with such fertility of resource the other night that---"




  "But Miss Mary must be found, sir," Dick urged. "Somebody must have spirited her away, and it seemed to me that you would be most likely to know, if not where she is, at least who is responsible for this outrage. If you will only tell me---"




  "My boy, I know exactly where Mary is. She is at Stanmere."




  Dick regarded the speaker with astonishment. Was he suffering now from one of his lapses of memory? But he spoke so calmly and deliberately that that was out of the question. He could not have been more assured if he had taken Mary to Stanmere himself.




  "Then you are quite easy in your mind, sir?" Dick asked.




  Mr. Spencer laughed drearily. Then his mood changed, and he paced up and down with great agitation.




  "I have not been easy in my mind for years," he cried. "I shall never be again. Long ago I committed a great crime. I had been reckless and wild in my youth, but I had done nothing that had disbanded me from the company of honest men. Then I fell. It was bad enough to have that crime on my mind, it was worse to be followed by a shadow that never left me. There was a scoundrel whose silence I had to buy. For years I bought it hard. Then I got rid of my incubus, and I began to grow rich. I set myself to do a certain thing, and I am within reach of attaining it. I became wealthy, respected; I almost forgot my shadow."




  Spencer paused and wiped the moisture from his face.




  "One day the shadow returned. It came at a time when it was vital that I should be free. There was a crisis in my affairs. I went to one of the cleverest men in England and told him how I stood. And he showed me a way out of the difficulty. It was so clever and daring and ingenius that I was almost afraid. There was an element of cruelty and deception about the plan, but I was desperate. I put it into execution, and it fell out with the greatest ease. I rid myself of my shadow, and the scheme of my life blossomed like a rose again."




  "If it distresses you," Dick said, as Spencer paused, "I hope you won't---"




  "It does not distress me at all; on the contrary, it does me good to open my heart to somebody. I got rid of my shadow, but that bold deceit of mine gave me another enemy. I have successfully evaded him for a long time, but I fear he has the best of me at last. If he has done so and Mary is at Stanmere, as I fear---"




  "Could you not go down there and fetch her away?"




  "Fetch her away! Go to Stanmere! I dare not. If Venner only guessed the truth! Oh, if you could only realise the enormity of a crime like mine! If we fail now I shall stand in the dock; honest men will turn from me. . . . And I shall be struck down without a word of warning. . . . Of course, if it had been anybody but Venner. . . . What was I saying?"




  The speaker came back to himself with a start. His eyes were wild with a kind of delirium, his grey hair was tangled on his head.




  "I had forgotten," he whispered. "My memory has failed me for a moment. Perhaps it is not quite too late. I tell you Mary is at Stanmere; I am certain of it. If she has learnt the truth, then the best thing I can do is to put a pistol to my head and end my unhappy life."




  "Yours has been a good and noble life, sir," Dick said.




  "Good, noble! I am a whited sepulchre. I am a wretch with blood upon my soul. And to forget it I have attempted a stupendous task. It seems strange, but without Mary that task is impossible. Around that poor blind girl the most tremendous interests resolve. If you could only get her back for me; only let me have her again---"




  "We can try, sir," Dick said eagerly. "Come along with me to-night. I am ready to do anything, and so, I'm sure, is Von Wrangel."




  "Von Wrangel! What an extraordinary coil it all is, to be sure! What is that man to you?"




  Dick explained hurriedly. He would have said more, only it had just struck him forcibly that Von Wrangel's proposed experiment on Mary's eyes was a gross piece of presumption without the consent of her father. All this had never occurred to Dick in the joy of the discovery that Mary might see again. The thought would not have occurred to Von Wrangel in any case, he was far too impulsive and headstrong for that. Dick looked down a little guiltily.




  "Von Wrangel is a man with a high reputation," he said.




  "Von Wrangel is one of the finest and most indiscreet men in Europe," Spencer said. "At the risk of still further confusing you, I may say at once that Von Wrangel must not see me. Under no circumstances must I come face to face with Von Wrangel. If I did so the secret of my life would be exposed, the whole story out. Get rid of him, boy; if Mary happily returns to you, make some excuse to get him out of the house."




  Dick gave it up as hopeless. He had made more than one ingenious attempt to solve the tangle, but at every step it only got worse. Why was this man playing at hide-and-seek with all the world? Why did he receive strangers in semi-darkness; why were there certain people that he could not meet? And if Mary was at Stanmere, what on earth was the reason why her father could not fetch her away without all this mystery?




  Spencer seemed to read his thoughts. He smiled at Dick sorrowfully.




  "I am an enigma to you," he said. "I am an enigma to myself. You wonder why I don't go down to Stanmere. I might as well proclaim my crime in the open street. And yet I am going to speak; in a few months I shall tell the truth. . . . I am wandering again. Only, whatever you do, get Von Wrangel out of the house without delay."




  "He may have solved the problem by this time," Dick said. "Come down with me to Shepherd's Spring. If you will not stay the night, there are plenty of very late trains. If we start now we can get to the cottage by 11 o'clock."




  Mr. Spencer stepped in his restless, impatient stride.




  "I'll come with you," he said. "Anything better than eating one's heart out here. If the blow is to fall, I should like it to fall swiftly and suddenly. Wait a moment."




  From an inner room Spencer presently emerged with no traces of his recent agitation upon him. He looked his benevolent, kindly self, the effect heightened by the spectacles he had assumed. The thought of action seemed to have lightened his fears.




  "Now I am ready," he said. "Oh, no; I have no blame for you. I have done a thing that has been wrong from its very inception, and my sin is finding me out."




  He spoke no more till Stanmere was reached, and then he pulled up his collar and drew down his hat as if to escape detection. Presently he held up his head more jauntily and stepped along with the air of a man who is thoroughly at home.




  "How familiar it all seems," he murmured. "I remember when I was a boy taking a kite's nest out of those high trees yonder. There were three eggs in it, and---"




  He paused again, and did not speak till the cottage was reached. The door stood hospitably open, and the hall lamplight streamed down the pathway. There was nobody inside, for the maid had gone to bed, and Von Wrangel, with Molly, was still, presumably, searching.




  "It is quite safe for the present," Dick said. "Pray come in, sir."




  Spencer stood for a moment with the air of a man who dreams. He crossed to the doorway and looked down upon Stanmere, where one or two lights twinkled. There was something very wistful in the expression of his face.




  "A house of sorrows," he said, "sorrows that some day may be lifted. Dick, there is somebody coming up the road. And that voice sounds like Von Wrangel's. I am going inside. If it is absolutely necessary to declare my presence, pray do so, but only as a last resort. I am going to sit in the little alcove at the bottom of the garden."




  He slipped away and disappeared into the night.
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  Von Wrangel stood deep in thought for a moment or two after Dick had gone.




  There was before him a kind of adventure after his own heart. He was very nearly on the track of the secret, but there was one point that he had over-looked.




  "We are going to find that young lady," he said, "and we are going to look for her at Stanmere. Miss Molly, do you know who your visitor is really? You don't? Well, I will tell you---a relative of Lady Stanmere's. Therefore, Stanmere is our hunting-ground."




  "But in that case Mary would have let us know," Molly urged.




  "Perhaps she did send a message, which for certain reasons was not delivered. There is a mystery here, and two scoundrels to deal with. On the whole, they are the worst scoundrels that I know. Do you feel brave enough to accompany me?"




  "I feel desperate enough to do anything," Molly replied. "There are very few things I would not do to see Mary back again."




  "Then we set out on our search immediately. Ostensibly, we are moth-hunting. You shall take the lantern. I have done a great deal of this sort of tracking in my time. Come along."




  They passed along till they came to the spot where Molly had seen the last of the blind girl. The pathway was soft here, for there were many small springs in the heather; and Von Wrangel swept the surface with the powerful rays of his acetylene lamp. His keen, dark face lighted up presently.




  "These are footprints," he said. "See, she turned aside for some purpose here, for the footprints do not return. Perhaps we shall find them again by the other track that leads down by side of the Warren. She couldn't have gone farther this way."




  There were three parallel tracks leading by the side of the Warren, and over these Von Wrangel ranged with the quickness and silence of a hound. The lamp flashed here and there, till presently it stopped in a deep depression filled with clay.




  "See here," Von Wrangel whispered. "Here are the footprints again. They trend downwards in the direction of Stanmere; and here are large footmarks, evidently those of a man. Obviously, Miss Mary paused here and asked her way. She must have remained for a minute or two talking, for you can see how the man shuffled about. No; there are no marks of a struggle or anything of that kind. The man passed upwards, for his prints get fainter as the road hardens again. Ah!"




  With a little cry of triumph, Von Wrangel pounced upon a tiny cylinder of paper. It was merely the end of a cigarette, but the German eyed it as if he had found a great prize.




  "Now, this tells me a good deal," he said. "This is the end of a Russian cigarette filled with very fine tobacco. You never see this in shops in the country; and, indeed, they are quite an acquired taste, like the French Caporal. I only know one man in England who smokes these cigarettes, and it is quite easy to account for his being near Stanmere. It was the same man we saw the night we were moth-hunting and met Lady Stanmere."




  "But he could not account for Mary's disappearance," Molly cried.




  "Possibly not," Von Wrangel muttered. "But he could account for the presence of somebody in the household that Miss Mary wanted to see. The man who smoked that cigarette is called Venner. He was once a servant at Stanmere."




  "I recollect the name," Molly cried eagerly. "My father told me once of a servant of that name who had got into trouble. He married one of the maids at Stanmere."




  "He did. Now it so happens that I know Mrs. Venner---or Nurse Cecilia, as she calls herself now---very well; indeed, she is down here now, and her husband has evidently followed her. By chance Miss Mary met the man and asked him the way. It is long odds she knew the man and recognised his voice. Let us assume that she learnt from Venner that his wife was here. What more likely, as she knew the way once she got the proper track again, that she should conceive the idea of seeking out her old nurse? My dear young lady, we are getting along."




  Molly smiled dubiously. As a piece of reasoning, the argument was not without flaw.




  "We will go as far as the house," Von Wrangel went on. "With our specimen-case and our lantern we shall not attract any attention, more especially as the Warren is the happy hunting-ground for all kinds of entomologists. We will go through the Warren."




  They plunged into the darkness of the woods, for there was a short cut for those who were familiar with the bypaths of that dense foliage. Von Wrangel was quite satisfied in his mind now where Mary was to be found. He was uneasy all the same, for he had not forgotten the sound rating he had received from Mr. Martlett for betraying to Lady Stanmere that he had come upon traces of blind Mary. Doubtless the lady in question had found Mary and refused to part with her again. She was a lonely woman, she was passionately fond of the girl, and she might even have stooped to deceit to retain her.




  "There are other people hunting specimens here," Molly said. "Don't you see those lights? And what a funny way they have of speaking! They are gipsies---"




  Von Wrangel extinguished his lantern hurriedly. He just touched Molly's lips as a sign to keep silent. Now that the lantern was out, the other lights in front shone out with added brilliancy. Behind them was a small caravan, and by the steps two men sat smoking. There was another lamp inside the caravan, and by its gleam it was possible to make out a man with his head bandaged up lying on a bed.




  "Not a word," Von Wrangel whispered. "Be silent and say nothing. These are not gipsies; I only wish they were. They are here on quite another errand."




  "They are very picturesque," Molly said. "If there is any danger---"




  "No danger for you and me," Von Wrangel said; "but a terrible menace for somebody who is not far off. There is another inmate at Stanmere that I never expected to see there again."




  Von Wrangel spoke in a low agitated whisper that had more horror in it than fear.




  "More mystery," Molly whispered. "Who is it this time?"




  "One of Lady Stanmere's sons, Stephen. He has not been at Stanmere for many years; he would not be there now unless he were hard pushed indeed. The presence of those men by the light yonder tells me all this as plainly as if they had put it in words. Stephen has been tracked down here, and they are waiting take his life."




  "How dreadful; how horrible! But why?"




  "I cannot go into that now. The man's blood is on his own head. I did my best to save him after an act of the blackest treachery that one man has ever shown to another. It is not my fault that Stephen has to fly from place to place to save his life, knowing that it must be sacrificed in the end. I must see him to-night and warn him."




  Von Wrangel said no more for the moment. One of the men standing in the circle of light tossed the end of his cigarette away and said something to his companion. Presently one of them could be seen tending the sick man and shaking up his pillows. A moment later all lights were out, including the one in the caravan, and the two men set off in opposite directions.




  "They seem to know the ground very well," Molly said, when they were out of hearing.




  "They are Black Foresters," Von Wrangel explained. "Woodcraft is second nature to them. Give them a few hours and they could find their way anywhere. And now you had better let me see you home. There is stern work here that is not for a girl, work that makes it impossible for me to go on with our original search to-night."




  Von Wrangel spoke in his best and purest English now, a sign that he was deeply moved. Molly's heart was beating a little faster than usual, but she had no fear.




  "I cannot go back," she said. "I will be discreet and silent, I may be of use to you. And if your life is in danger---"




  "My own life is in no danger at all. I could drive those men away by saying two words. They would crawl at my feet and lick the dust from my shoes if I asked them. And then the danger would come back to-morrow for they are under an oath, and if they fail there are others to take their places. The only chance is to hoodwink them. How it is going to be done I don't know yet, but, I shall find a way. And if you really insist upon coming along---"




  Von Wrangel shrugged his shoulders by way of protest. His life and the life of his companion were in no danger, but there might be a tragedy presently. They went along in silence until they came out into the road by the main avenue up to Stanmere.




  Von Wrangel struck boldly into the grounds past the silent lodge, and from thence to the terrace. There was a light burning in the hall and another in the library, the window of which was open so that it was possible to catch the air.




  "What reckless folly," Von Wrangel muttered. "Why does a man deliberately invite death like that? He must be here because nobody connected with the family is up at this time of night; Lady Stanmere never has any guests. Ah!"




  The hall door opened, and two figures stood boldly outlined against the brilliant glare. One of the figures stood big and commanding, the other abject and pleading. Finally the door was closed and the smaller figure was seen creeping along the grass like a worm.




  "Stand here," Von Wrangel whispered. "I shall not be a moment. Where has that fellow gone? He seems to have vanished all in a moment."




  "There he is, behind that laurel bush," Molly whispered.




  Von Wrangel went forward quietly. Then his lantern flashed out on the startled features of the man who was crouching behind the bush.




  "Venner," he said quietly. "Get up you rascal. You have nothing to fear from me as long as you tell the truth. Was that Mr. Stephen who put you out?"




  "Ay," Venner growled, "it was; and if ever I get out of this he'll find it the very worst day's work he ever did in his life."
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  The mean face looked uneasily into the ring of light made by the acetylene, then the expression of it changed a little. It began to dawn upon Venner that he was not in the hands of the police at all. In his first moment of despair and anger he was about to say something very much to the detriment of his late antagonist. In his own vernacular, he had regarded the game as being up.




  But the man concealed behind that blazing line of flame knew him, which was a compliment he hardly expected from the police. And there was something familiar in the voice, too. There was a bare chance for Venner after all.




  "I'll tell you anything," he whispered eagerly. "Only put that light out, sir. I don't mind saying that there is somebody looking for me."




  "Somebody who wears a long blue coat with pewter buttons," Von Wrangel suggested, "and a bracelet round his wrist. Now get up, since I have to put the light out."




  The brilliant line of flame snapped off suddenly, and for a few moments Venner could see nothing but dancing spots before his eyes. As the sense of sight came back he could see a small, active man standing before him.




  "Name of Greigstein," Von Wrangel said tentatively.




  Venner nodded. The name was quite familiar to him, and he had good reason to stand in considerable fear of the man who called himself Greigstein.




  "I know you sir," he muttered. "I---I didn't expect---"




  "Or hope to see me again. Now, you scoundrel, tell me the truth. Otherwise, you will do no mischief for a long time to come."




  Von Wrangel's voice was hard and full of contempt. Venner wriggled in a fawning kind of way before the man who was so much smaller then himself.




  "I'm doing no harm, sir," he said. "I swear I was doing no harm at Stanmere. I came down to see my wife. There was a little misunderstanding about a watch."




  Von Wrangel smiled. He had a pretty good grip of the situation.




  "And the police followed you down here," he said. "You were hiding in the house, and Mr. Stephen found you and put you out. Possibly---nay, most assuredly---you were going away with a certain amount of portable property in your possession. Was that right?"




  Venner mumbled something in reply.




  "Now, I want you to tell me exactly what happened," Von Wrangel went on. "Let me have chapter and verse, and don't forget anything. Who are present in the house at this moment besides Lady Stanmere and the servants?"




  "My wife," Venner explained, "Mr. Stephen, and Miss Mary."




  Von Wrangel had discovered everything that he wanted to know. From first to last all his deductions had been logically correct. Molly, standing motionless within shadow, listened with the deepest admiration.




  "You saw Miss Mary this afternoon," Von Wrangel went on, "you met her by the Warren, and you put her back in the path again. And you took advantage of the opportunity to get her to put in a good word for you with your wife."




  Venner gasped. Cleverness of this kind always appealed to him. It was the one attribute he longed for. With that he might have taken a high place among criminals, instead of being a poor, vulgar blackmailing rascal.




  "I don't know how you do it, sir," he said, "but it's all true as gospel. And it isn't as if you could possibly have seen the young lady. If you'd only be clever enough to get me beyond the lodge gate I should admire you more than ever."




  Von Wrangel smiled. That was precisely what he was going to do. Personally, he would have preferred to hand the fellow over to the police and get him out of the way for a time, but there was something pressing to be done, and here was the tool ready forged to his hand.




  "Your lucky star is certainly a rising one to-night," he said. "Our greatest blessings often come in disguise. For instance, it was a blessing for you that Mr. Stephen kicked you out of the house. Otherwise you would assuredly have fallen into the hands of the police. Now you are going to escape them and take a message for me somewhere."




  Venner was effusively grateful, so grateful that Von Wrangel felt a strong temptation to box his ears. He took from his pocket a small enamelled button, much like those so popular during the war fever, and handed it over to Venner.




  "Now let me have a pencil and a scrap of paper," he said. "I write an address here that you are to put into your pocket. As soon as you are back in London, no matter what time of the day or night it is, go to the address on the paper and leave the button there. Give no message and ask no questions, and that is all I require. Have you any money?"




  With a gleam of hope in his eyes Venner confessed that he had nothing. A moment later and his eager fingers were clenched upon a sovereign. There was a turn of Von Wrangel's wrist, and the long line of flame flashed out once more. Venner started in dismay.




  "If you want to spoil everything, sir---" he began.




  But Von Wrangel knew what he was doing. At the back of that flame it was impossible to see anything. The light flashed here and there, and the little German began to discuss eagerly on his favourite topic. He was nothing now beyond a gentleman engaged in moth-hunting. As he moved steadily on, talking to Molly all the time, Venner followed on his hands and knees. Presently a gruff voice gave a challenge out of the darkness.




  "That is my friend Lawman!" Von Wrangel cried. "My friend who makes all the London squares possible at night for an enthusiastic entomologist. Are you hunting specimens, too?"




  "Not your sort!" came a voice came out of the darkness. "I have reason to believe---"




  "Always be cautious; reason to believe is always a good formula. You want a tall man in a grey suit, who is a ludicrous caricature of a gentleman? Between ourselves, my dear sir, you are not likely to find him. I have every reason to believe that the bird has flown. In your place I should try the road on the way to Formly. The man is not in the house!"




  "You are quite sure of that, sir?" the officer asked eagerly.




  "Absolutely! I saw him expelled just now with some violence. If I can help you---"




  But the officer had gone. Gradually Von Wrangel worked down to the lodge gates, where there was a loose stone or two in the fence. He turned upon Venner.




  "Now is your chance," he said. "Over you go. And remember what I told Inspector Lawman. Keep off the Formly road and you will be all right."




  Venner needed no second bidding. He was over the wall and across the road in a minute. Von Wrangel turned to Molly with a sigh of relief.




  "I am glad to be rid of that scoundrel," he said; "he poisons the air around him. Much as I should have liked to lay him by the heels I did not do so, because I had other uses for him. My message to London was urgent, and may result in averting a tragedy. And now, my dear young lady, we are going back to the house again. It may be that I shall want to do a little amateur burglary myself before very long."




  They were back on the terrace in front of the house again presently. Only the library window was lighted up and still stood open. Suddenly a light flashed out in a bedroom, the casement was pushed open and a woman's face peered out.




  "Look," Molly whispered; "it is Mary. Shall I call to her?"




  Mary was gazing pensively out of the window as if she was taking in the darkness of the night. Von Wrangel watched her with his hand on Molly's arm.




  "Better not," he suggested. "We know where she is, and that she is safe. To speak now might be to bring about the very thing that we want to avoid. If I could only see to the bottom of the strange tangle and the reason for all this secrecy!"




  The speaker paused and looked at Molly as if she had suddenly struck him. The expression in his eyes was that of a man who has made an amazing discovery---something that he ought to have seen long ago. He drew Molly a little further down the terrace. There was no longer a figure looking pensively out of the bedroom window.




  "I am the greatest fool in the universe," Von Wrangel said. "I have had a thing simple as an alphabet before my eyes and I could not read it. Now that I have read it, I see my way to great things. Miss Molly, Dick has gone to see the parent, guardian, what you will, of the young lady upstairs. It is more than possible that this guardian will come back with Dick."




  "More than likely," Molly agreed.




  "Myself, I think that such a course is inevitable. Therefore I am going to tax your good nature. You are not afraid to go back to Shepherd's Spring alone?"




  Molly smiled at the suggestion.




  "You are a good and brave girl," Von Wrangel said, approvingly. "Go back home and wait till Dick and his friend come. If they have already arrived say that I require them here. The guardian will probably demur; he may say that he has the strongest possible reason for not seeing Von Wrangel at this particular moment. If he urges this, you may reply that I know it. Say, Von Wrangel has found you out!"




  Molly nodded. She would have liked to ask questions, but it was neither the time nor place for that. She had only to carry out the instructions of a man who knew quite well what he was talking about.




  "Very well," she said; "I will do what you say. And if he refuses this?"




  "Then I shall most assuredly come and fetch him. My dear girl, if you only knew what great results depend upon the success of your mission!"




  Von Wrangel said no more; and with a nod of her head, Molly went off towards the garden and entrance to Stanmere. It was very dark and still there, but she was not in the least afraid. She pushed on with a firm step and a resolution to succeed.
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  A welcome light streamed out from the cottage as Molly breasted the hill. She called to Dick as Spencer slipped down the garden, under the impression that she was not alone. Dick came out into the porch to meet her eagerly.




  "You are very late," he said. "Have you got any news?"




  Molly explained what had happened, breathlessly. From first to last Von Wrangel had made no kind of mistake; and, anyway, Mary was perfectly safe where she was. Molly looked round her as if expecting to see somebody; and Dick smiled.




  "Mr. Spencer is here," he said. "He thought he heard Von Wrangel's voice, and so he stepped down the garden into the arbor. He particularly doesn't want to see Von Wrangel."




  "Which, I am afraid, he will have to do," Molly said, "seeing that I am sent back by our German friend especially to fetch him. Go and bring Mr. Spencer here."




  Dick came back a minute later with Mr. Spencer dragging behind. The white anxious face lighted up as he saw Molly. He held her hand for a moment or two, and looked searchingly into her eyes. The pretty, kindly face pleased him.




  "I am not blaming anyone for the disaster," he said. "Sooner or later something of the kind was bound to happen. But where is she?"




  "Mary is quite safe," Molly explained. "She is at Stanmere. I have actually seen her. And, thanks to the wonderful astuteness of Von Wrangel, I know exactly how she got to Stanmere. If she had not had the ill fortune to meet Venner---"




  "What?" Spencer asked, hoarsely. "What name did you say?"




  All the haggard anxiety had come back to his face again. He fell back in a chair as if his limbs had suddenly failed him.




  "That rascal at every turn," he said, speaking to himself. "And so near as that! But perhaps my fears are in vain. My dear young lady, will you please tell me everything from the beginning. Never has there been a narrative with a more attentive listener."




  "It must have been a coincidence," Molly exclaimed. "Venner was here only to see his wife, who might have got him out of a serious trouble. He had concealed himself in the house, and Mr. Stephen found him. It was Mr. Stephen who put him out."




  "And who is Mr. Stephen?" Spencer asked, with his hand to his head. "Really, I am getting afraid that one of my mental attacks is coming on. The worry of the evening has tried me terribly. Now, where have I heard the name of Stephen before?"




  He rose from his chair and paced up and down the room with the pettishness of a man who has for the moment forgotten a name and a place. He tapped his forehead and muttered to himself. Then he paused, and a strange cry escaped him.




  "Stephen," he said. "Oh, I know, I know, I know. Stephen in that house under the same roof as Mary! The thing is maddening, not to be endured. To think that Stephen should be there of all places in the world! Why did he go, and what does it mean?"




  Apparently the speaker had forgotten where he was. He raved up and down the room until the touch of Molly's hand brought him to himself.




  "My crime is going to find me out," he said. "After all these years the truth will be told. And my work is not yet finished. What can I do?"




  "Come and see Von Wrangel," Molly said presently.




  "My dear young lady, I cannot. I particularly desire not to see Von Wrangel. I don't want him to know the truth."




  "But I am afraid he knows everything," Molly urged. "He sent me back to fetch you. He was talking to me quietly when suddenly he seemed to make some stupendous discovery. He said it was pretty certain that you would come down here with Dick, and he sent me back for you. If you declined to come, I was to say that he had found you out."




  Spencer nodded with the air of a man who is beaten.




  "After that I have no more to say," he murmured, "before long the whole world will have found me out. But Von Wrangel is a clever man, and he may find some way through the difficulty. On the other hand, he may be embarked upon one of his wild, visionary schemes that will make confusion worse confounded. Still, I will see him---anything is better than this maddening inaction."




  He strode out into the porch resolutely enough. In a measure he reminded Dick of the hunted criminal who is caught at last and feels a kind of pleasure in the fact that the strain has vanished. They passed in silence by the Warren, and from thence into the grounds at Stanmere, where they waited. Von Wrangel was not to be seen, but there were voices coming from the direction of the library window.




  "We had better stand here," Molly whispered. "Let us trust our friend implicitly. He will come to us if we only have patience."




  Left to himself, Von Wrangel had not been idle. He carefully selected a cigarette from his case and lighted it. Just for a moment he stood as if getting an inspiration and enjoyment from his tobacco, and then he crossed the terrace and entered the library quietly. His step was so soft on the thick carpet that the occupant of the room had no notion of his presence.




  Stephen sat on one chair with his feet on another enjoying his cigar to the full. It was a long time since he had sat in a room like this, dressed as a gentleman and surrounded by all the luxuries that the heart could desire.




  There was a sense of soothing satisfaction about it all. Had he not been a reckless, headstrong individual, and a great rascal to boot, he might have spent the rest of his days here. Really there was something in a refined home after all. It was all so artistic and graceful; those electric lights blended so well with the surroundings. Stephen Gay was in the frame of mind when most people of his class wish that they had been better men.




  Von Wrangel reached over and tapped him on the shoulder. He turned round with a sudden cry and a horrible grey pallor on his face for a moment.




  "No way of getting rid of you," he said coolly. His teeth chattered still, and the ashy hue was still on his lips. "Where did you come from?"




  "My good Stephen, the reply is obvious. I came by the way of the window. You are as foolishly reckless as usual, I see. It might as well have been---somebody else."




  Stephen Gay shuddered slightly. He was not a man of much imagination, but he seemed to see a little now in the suggestion of the darkness outside.




  "Somebody else is far off," he said.




  "On the contrary, somebody else is very close. It in not the slightest use for you to try and deceive me. If I ask you why you are here, you will tell me a lie. But I am not going to ask you, became I know why you are here perfectly well. You are at your last gasp; you were at the end of your resources and the danger was horribly close. I know perfectly well that you must have been hard pressed to come to Stanmere at all. You had to fight for your life---"




  "I had. And I gave better than I got; I killed that man---"




  "No, you didn't. He is much better than you anticipate."




  Gay looked at the speaker uneasily. He seemed to know more than he cared to say.




  "I am not going to tell you where I got my information from," Von Wrangel went on. "But you are in a greater danger than you imagine. If I get you out of that danger I shall be a much cleverer individual than I take myself for. Still, for the sake of the family and the old times, I am going to try---for the sake of the girl."




  "I know nothing about the girl," Gay cried. "Before Heaven, nothing. She may be near to me, she may be at the far end of the world, for all I know. But when I free myself from the millstone about my neck, I am going to know."




  Von Wrangel nodded. Not a muscle of his face moved. On the whole he was doing a most magnificent night's work.




  "I fancy I shall be able to help you in that respect a little later on," he said. "But that must keep for the present. As a man once high in the profession that I once hoped to adorn---"




  "You know where the girl is?" Gay cried.




  Von Wrangel said nothing; he would have prevaricated, but Gay caught the expression of his face. There was a strange gleam in the latter's eyes as he turned away.




  "No possibility of getting back her eye-sight?" he asked carelessly.




  "Talk not to me of possibilities," Von Wrangel cried. The professional enthusiasm was on fire in no time, also his prudence was cast to the winds. He was for the moment that strange uncertain mixture that caused Martlett to distrust him. Up to a certain point nobody could exceed him in prudence and discretion, but touch his enthusiasm and he was a child.




  "It is out of the question," Gay said, in the same careless tone.




  "It shall be done," Von Wrangel said. "I tell you it shall be done. It shall come as a secret, but those eyes shall be opened once more and---"




  Von Wrangel paused. He would have bitten his tongue out for the indiscretion. For Gay was lying back in his chair given over to noiseless mirth. He wriggled and twisted about in a perfect ecstacy of pleasure. His sinister eyes were full of amusement.




  "Ah, you are clever," he said, "you know everything. You are a statesman with the heart of a child, a born diplomat with the tongue of a woman. As a general you might be trusted either to win a great victory or invite the enemy to tea. Go on, my dear Von Wrangel, restore that girl's sight. To think of it, only to think of it!"




  He rolled about again in the same fiendish glee. There was no real pleasure or emotion or gladness about him; his feelings were not touched in the least. Von Wrangel stepped towards him in a sudden outburst of rage.




  "Bete!" he cried, "beast. Have you no feelings? Ah, it were far better if I left you to your fate."




  Gay calmed down a little and wiped the tears from his eyes. There was something in the aspect of the other that silenced him.




  "Have you really come to help me?" he asked.




  "No," Von Wrangel said candidly, "I have not. You are only a pawn in the game, but if I can prevent the pawn from having his throat cut, for the sake of the family I shall be glad. I don't think you quite realise the full measure of your danger."




  Gay waved his cigar contemptuously. He had not been in quite so easy and sanguine a frame of mind when he came down to Stanmere.




  "You profess to know," he said. "I will be guided by you. Now, what is it to be? Something plain and straightforward, or a little theatrical? If you consider my feelings---"




  "I don't consider you or your feelings in the slightest," Von Wrangel burst out furiously. "I can live here for a far better and nobler purpose than that. I am here to save the honour and good name,---ay, and the good fortune, too---of the house. I have been puzzled, but I am puzzled no longer. Ah, if I told you one thing that I know, you would be kneeling at my feet and imploring me to show you some way out. But I shall not tell you that unless I am driven to an extremity, unless you force me to make you a nerveless puppet in my hands."




  "Always theatrical," Gay sneered. "Go on; what shall I do?"




  Without retort Von Wrangel crossed the room and pulled up the blind, so that the full brilliancy of the electrics made it light and bright as day. Anyone standing outside could have seen everything that went on in the room.




  "Go and stand there," Von Wrangel said. "Stand there for three minutes by the clock. Can you see anything to enlighten you?"




  There was nothing but the black darkness behind the band of light.
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  Stephen Gay stood there with the brilliant light behind him, smiling in a way that expressed his contempt for the whole proceedings. The thing seemed so utterly false and theatrical. And in any case Stanmere was no setting for this kind of thing. The mysterious in connection with so fine a place was absurd. Nothing cheap or tawdry had ever existed there; the old walls and trim lawns protested against any suggestion of that kind.




  And Lady Stanmere, placid and most gentle of women, was lying asleep upstairs in happy ignorance of all that was going on. Gay laughed.




  "The setting is wrong," he said. "It should be a gaudy scene in a transpontine theatre."




  "It is quite fitting," said Von Wrangel. "There are other houses, older and grander by far, where worse tragedies than these have taken place. And what could be more dramatic than the home-coming of the scoundrel of a son who broke his mother's heart and drove his father to a suicide's grave? In that respect, what is the matter with you?"




  Gay was silent for a moment. He had a wholesome respect for Von Wrangel's tongue when it was once started.




  "What have I to be afraid of?" he asked sullenly.




  "That you best know yourself, but if I give you the succession to Stanmere you would not dare to cross the park to-night. I am doing my best to save your life, unworthy as you are. If you were not so utterly and hopelessly blind---"




  Von Wrangel paused and stopped altogether. The unexpected had happened---a thing that threatened to upset his plans altogether, he had not calculated on anything like this. For Mary was in the room---Mary, still in her white dress, feeling her way delicately and deliberately into the room, her face anxious, eager and quivering. Just for a moment Von Wrangel's hand shot out as if he would have taken Gay by the throat and strangled him.




  There was no time to think, to scheme anything now. A wild idea of taking the girl in his arms, of carrying her away before she could speak, was rejected. Then Gay half-turned to know the reason why Von Wrangel had broken off so abruptly.




  His eyes fell on the white, silent figure before them. Like Von Wrangel, he said nothing; he was too overcome for words. There was a queer, dry, ugly smile on his face---an evil, vindictive triumph that was not lost on Von Wrangel. All the fierce, wild blood was boiling in the latter now; he met the shifting glance in Gay's eyes.




  There all at once was one of the most dangerous and reckless conspirators in Europe. There was murder in Von Wrangel's eyes. With his finger to his lips he was exhorting Gay to silence, and with those flashing eyes telling him plainly it was more than his life's worth to speak. And if Gay was no coward, he knew the reputation that Von Wrangel had enjoyed in the old days. He shifted his ground moodily; he could afford to smile, to wait the turn of events. With those speaking eyes upon him he kept silence.




  Mary advanced to the centre of the room. She looked white and distressed, and the blue eyes were more pathetic than usual.




  "I could not sleep," she said. "I had no business to stay here; I ought to have gone back to my friends. Why don't you speak to me, Mr. Greigstein? I heard you talking as I came into the room. And there is somebody with you."




  "Somebody else here?" Von Wrangel stammered.




  "Oh, yes. I can FEEL somebody else. I don't understand it at all; I don't understand why you are here, but I daresay it is all right."




  "A patient of mine," said Von Wrangel, very quietly and steadily; "a patient of mine. You see---"




  "Oh, blind, like myself," Mary cried. "I heard you say so as I came in. Will you please say how sorry I am for him? It is dreadful to be like that."




  "He is the blindest man in the world," said Von Wrangel, crossing the room as if to whisper to Mary, and yet keeping a glittering, basilisk eye on Gay all the time. "Nobody ever saw anybody so blind. But I am in hopes of curing him. As a matter of fact, I was reading a letter to him when you came in. It is a letter in cypher, and contains some of the strangest phrases you ever read. Now, what do you think of this sentence? 'The red-headed man is waiting outside. If you say any more now, you will only have yourself to blame if I leave you to yourself.'"




  Every word was spoken slowly and with great distinctness. The effect of the words upon Gay was extraordinary. He dropped back in his chair with a queer choking cry on his lips. The beads had gathered like a heavy dew on his forehead. Every scrap of fight had gone out of him.




  "Your friend is not well," Mary said, with the sweetest sympathy.




  Her eyes were turned by a kind of instinct to the chair where Gay was all huddled and twisted. It was a strange scene---the perfectly-appointed room, the brilliant bath of shaded lights, the beautiful pathetic face of the girl, half-puzzled and full of sympathy, the grinning triumph on the face of Von Wrangel, and the abject misery on that of Gay.




  "He has heart spasms," he said. "There is nothing like air for heart spasms. I will lead my friend into the open and place him on one of the garden seats. Then, Miss Mary, I will come back and have a few words with you. Your arm, my friend."




  Gay rose from his seat. Not one word had been uttered, he seemed too docile for that. He followed, leaning on the arm of Von Wrangel as if he had grown suddenly old. He dropped down suddenly on a seat outside. Then he found his voice.




  "You are lying to me," he said hoarsely. "You lied because fate placed such a chance in my hands, and you did not intend me to use it. You know the truth."




  "I do not intend you to use it," Von Wrangel said coldly. "Yes, I know the truth. But I did not guess it till to-night, which shows how liable even the most wise of us are to err. But I am not lying to you. When did I ever lie deliberately to anybody?"




  Gay conceded the point gracefully enough.




  "The man you have most cause to dread is close by," Von Wrangel went on. "He has traced you to the house. I have done my best to save you. I have given up much to save the man who lied and tricked me out of the woman I loved, and who loved me---"




  "Good heavens! You have found that out, too?"




  "I know everything. But there is a certain society sworn to avenge traitors. What sort of a traitor you have been I need not say. If I had the men who are following you hard by the heels, others would spring up to take their place to-morrow. What are you going to do?"




  Gay shivered miserably and kept silent.




  "Precisely. You are at your wit's end. You have no plans. If you could get beyond the cordon you would be safe for a little time, perhaps for years. But the man whose hair is red is here, and you fear him more than anything in the world. Still, I can save you."




  "If there is anybody who can do it you are the man," Gay muttered.




  "I am going to try, not so much for your sake, as for others. You were going to do a cruel thing to-night; you were going to bring ruin and disgrace upon innocent people. But you read murder in my eyes, and you were afraid to speak. By all that I hold sacred, I would have killed you had you said one single syllable to that girl to-night."




  Gay nodded. He knew that perfectly well.




  "And she is going to save you," Von Wrangel went on. "She is going to snatch you out of the net, and if you say one word to her all will be lost. She will be by your side, but you are to remain silent. Her arm will be on yours, but, you shall not utter a sound. I shall not need, because I know now that you dare not speak."




  "I will be discreet and silent," Gay said.




  "Ah! So we understand one another. You remain here whilst I go back to that room. You are going to have another surprise presently---in fact, a night of surprises. Don't move till I return for you. You are safe where you are."




  Von Wrangel stepped back into the library again. Mary stood there waiting with the pathetic patience peculiar to her misfortune. Her face was very white and miserable, but there was no suspicion there. She trusted everybody too implicitly for that.




  "It is Mr. Greigstein," she said tentatively. "Now will you tell me what it all means? I am not going to ask why you are here, when only to-day you went to London with Dick---"




  "I might ask why you are here," said Von Wrangel, "since I left you safe with friends whom your father had chosen to look after you. From the bottom of my heart I am sorry for you. I deeply regret the mystery that seems to surround you. If you had stayed where you were---"




  "With all my heart I wish it," Mary said passionately. "But I met a man---a bad man,---who was going to do an evil thing, and I yielded to impulse. And then Lady Stanmere found me. Was she glad to see me? Well, that is a mild way to express her happiness. Mr. Greigstein, I am a poor blind girl, who sees nothing and who has to take all that is told her on trust. Why am I shifted about from place to place like a criminal flying from justice. Why should I not come down here, where I was so happy years ago? Is it fair that I should not be trusted? Is it just that I should be kept in the dark like this? If I cared for my father less---"




  "Your father is one of the best men in the world," Von Wrangel hastened to reply. "But he has a heavy cross to bear, far heavier than you imagine. If you refuse to share it with him, all his efforts are in vain. If you elect to stay here, there is an end of everything."




  Mary listened with tears in her eyes.




  "I will not be wayward," she said; "but it is all so very hard to bear. I thought I would stay here for the night and get Cecilia to help me in the morning. But I could not sleep. I felt so guilty I came down here to try and find my way out. Then I could see that there were lights here, and I heard your voice. I ought to have been surprised, but latterly I am surprised at nothing. Now, what do you think I had better do?"




  "Come with me a little way," Von Wrangel said promptly, "and have a little talk with Miss Molly, who is waiting outside to see you."




  "And if I can explain to her," Mary said eagerly. "I can perhaps stay."




  "To-night, at any rate," Von Wrangel said. "I can avert the danger so that you may remain for the present, and you shall hear your father say so. But, first of all, you will have to take a little walk and ask no questions. After that I can promise you a long spell of peace."




  Mary was quite ready to do anything that she was asked now. If she could only satisfy her new friends that she had done no wrong, and please Lady Stanmere at the same time, she would be happy. And there was a deep note of sincerity and power in Von Wrangel's tones.




  "Then come along," he said; "there is no time like the present."




  He touched Mary's finger tips, and she laid her hand on his arm. A moment or two later, in the garden, she was talking eagerly to Molly and Dick. Von Wrangel had promptly drawn Spencer apart from the others. He led him up to the library windows. Somebody inside there was pacing up and down on the far side of the room. The footstep was muffled, but Spencer seemed to recognise it.




  "Now listen to that," Von Wrangel said. "Paul, I have found you out. It was only to-night that the whole conspiracy came upon me like a flash. I know all the mystery now, and the reason for it. Your daughter is here, as you know. There is no reason she should not stay---if a certain person is out of the way. That certain person is here."




  "Here!" Spencer stammered. "Under this very roof!"




  "Yes, under this very roof. There! Keep calm. No cause for agitation. Listen!"




  The muffled footsteps went up and down---the footsteps of Gay, who had returned to the library at a signal from Von Wrangel, as he passed with Mary on his arm.




  "That's the step," Spencer gasped; "the step that has haunted me for years. I cannot stand it, Von Wrangel---take me away, for I am in danger of my life. I must go."




  Von Wrangel grasped the speaker firmly by the arm.




  "You are going," he said, "going with me into that room!"
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  Spencer regarded his companion with a sort of frozen horror on his face. Go into that room, deliberately face the man he had been avoiding for years, wreck the whole fabric of his life!




  "I cannot do it," he said hoarsely. "Oh, it is impossible! If you only knew---"




  "My good Paul, I know a great deal more than you imagine. I have clipped the claws of the tiger---at least, others have done it for me. How long do you require to---"




  "Give me a year's immunity and I care not what happens then."




  "You shall have your year, and perhaps more. But it is in your hands to purchase that 12 months of freedom. The tiger is in great danger."




  "But if he should happen to see Mary---"




  "He HAS seen her. To-night face to face. But I found the means to silence his tongue, and he did not speak. And he has his own peril to occupy his mind to-night. You know what he did; you know that sooner or later the traitor must pay the penalty. Somewhere in the darkness, close by, the danger lies hidden. If you can get Stephen past that danger, and you can---"




  "I! What have I to do with it?"




  "Merely to help me. Merely to stand in a certain position and smoke a cigar for half an hour. The amazing likeness between you two---"




  "I see," Spencer cried. "I begin to understand. And Stephen will have to fly. You are indiscreet sometimes, my dear Von Wrangel, but when you turn your mind to a thing you are marvellous. I am a great coward; my nerve is not what it used to be, but you inspire me. Lead the way; I am quite sure that you are going to save me."




  Von Wrangel passed through the open window. Gay was still pacing up and down inside. The broad band of light showed up his white, agitated face. The expression changed altogether as he saw the man who followed Von Wrangel into the room.




  "A pleasant and unexpected meeting," he said, "a gathering of the clan. How dare you come into my presence like this, you rascally thief? If you recognised our danger---"




  "There is no danger," Von Wrangel said, with cold contempt. "You will have enough to save your own skin intact. And here is a method of safety. Accident has favoured you. A little time ago I asked you to stand in that light and smoke a cigar. You sneered at me. Well, you know now who was watching you all the time."




  Gay shuddered, and his face grew perceptibly paler.




  "I brought this gentleman here," Von Wrangel went on. "You have seen his face, but nobody else has. I want him to sit in that corner with his back to the light. Paul, I presume you dined before you came down here this evening? Good. Keep your overcoat on for the present. We shall need it for Stephen presently."




  "What's going to happen?" Stephen asked sullenly.




  "You are coming with Miss Mary and myself to the lodge gates," Von Wrangel explained. "You will wear your brother's overcoat, you will have the young lady on your arm as if she was seeing you off the place, and you will have me for your other companion. Then Paul will stand all the time at the window with a cigar in his lips. The likeness the amazing resemblance from a little way off---"




  A shout of admiration broke from Gay.




  "Admirable!" he cried. "I shall trick the assassins yet. And if they steal up and kill yonder thief, the whole thing will be complete. 'He who fights and runs away,' you know. And when I come back, look to yourself."




  He turned threateningly upon Spencer. The latter said nothing, but stood with his eyes on the carpet. A strange smile came over Gay's face.




  "But I am going to have another revenge," he said. "Von Wrangel forecasted it. The mere thought of it will keep me warm many a cold night. And you won't be able to avert it; the very man who calls himself your friend will bring it about."




  Gay was shaking with secret mirth. Even in the midst of his danger he seemed incapable of thinking of anything else for the moment. Von Wrangel regarded him with a puzzled expression.




  "Come along," he said impatiently; "there is no time to lose. Paul, will you take off your coat and hand it to Stephen? In the corner, please. That will do nicely. Now, Paul, will you be so good as to stand in the window and smoke a cigar? You must stand there, looking out into the night, till I come back. There is no danger as long as you don't leave the house. Meanwhile, Stephen and myself are going round by a back way. Come along."




  Spencer stood there, apparently calmly looking into the night, and tranquilly smoking his cigar. As a matter of fact, his whole mind was in a confused whirl. He could make out the figure of Von Wrangel presently, and then he saw the German disappear, with something white by his side. He had left Gay in the thicket behind the house, and then he reappeared with Mary.




  "Now let us hope this is the last of the mysteries," he said, as he drew the girl's arm through his. "You are to be discreet, and speak when you are spoken to. The other man---my patient---will be with us, but he will not say one word. You understand?"




  Mary quite understood. She had not the remotest idea where she was now, but she felt quite safe with Von Wrangel. She was cognisant presently of a further footstep, and then her hand was transferred from Von Wrangel to the arm of somebody else. Something seemed to be flashing before her eyes. The German had his lamp out again; he was dilating upon his hobby. Though he chatted on in his most easy and inconsequent manner his face was deadly white, and he paused from time to time to wipe his forehead. At every bush he passed he took care to keep the dazzling light between it and the silent twain that he was piloting towards the road.




  Looking back from the avenue it was possible to make out the dim outline of the figure smoking in the library window, and so far all had gone well. But there was a strain upon Von Wrangel that he was feeling terribly. It was only a few minutes now between his companion and safety, but the minutes dragged on like the hours of a dull day.




  Above all, it was imperative to avoid anything that looked like haste. Von Wrangel stepped from place to place, flashing his lantern here and there, and chatting all the time. He was listening intently with all his ears. Mary was nervous and distraught, and made short replies to the many questions put to her; her companion was rigidly silent.




  The roadway was reached at length, and the lodge gates passed. Von Wrangel shut up the slide of his lantern, and gave a deep sigh of relief. He bade Mary stand aside for a moment whilst he drew her reticent companion a little further down the road.




  "It is all plain sailing now," he said. "Fortunately, you know the way. We have baffled those people, and you have got the start you require. If you require funds---"




  "I don't. My mother supplied funds this morning."




  "Very good. You had better go abroad. England is no place for you at present."




  "And I shall be snugly out of the way," Gay said, bitterly. "Circumstances have been too strong for me to-night, or I should have upset the pretty scheme of friend Paul. But I am going to have my revenge. Oh, if I could only be here to see it!"




  He laughed again in the same noiseless manner, waving his hand to Von Wrangel, and plunged into the darkness, leaving the latter a little disgusted and puzzled.




  "Well, he's gone, at any rate," the German muttered. "It ought to be all smooth for some time to come. A few years ago I should have enjoyed an adventure like this. As it is, my limbs shake as if I had an attack of ague."




  Mary was standing there, white and patient. She sighed as Von Wrangel touched her.




  "Did I play my part well?" she asked. "It seems to me that I'm doing nothing else just now but play patience. If I could only see, I might enjoy this. But it is dreadful to be in the dark like this. Tell me, are you satisfied?"




  Von Wrangel was even more than satisfied.




  "Now you can go back to bed with a clear conscience. Only when you get inside take care to fasten the window behind you. As to the rest, it is between your father and yourself. I have done my work, and I flatter myself that I have done it well. Now I am going to see you home by the side entrance, and atone for my act of burglary by restoring the lost property that Lady Stanmere values so much."




  It was all over at length. Mary had crept back to her old familiar room with her mind in a whirl and a feeling of utter fatigue. And yet to a certain extent she had brought it all upon herself. Perhaps now she might be allowed to remain here; she might even be permitted to spend her time between Stanmere and Shepherd's spring. She might---




  Down below the figure in evening dress was still smoking in the window. Dick and Molly were seated exactly where Von Wrangel had left them. The German came along presently, and passed to the far edge of the lawn with his lantern in his hand. He flashed it over a range of bushes, and as he did so he called gently for somebody to come out.




  There emerged a dark-eyed man with a curious frizzy head of red hair. He stood blinking viciously in the path of flame.




  "You know me?" said Von Wrangel. "You recognise my voice?"




  "Le Baron," came the reply, "trust you to find us out. But it is useless, quite useless. We are not going to fail this time. He is yonder. And we wait and wait and wait, but never, never do we lose sight of that villain again."




  "You are mistaken," Von Wrangel said. "I have got the right man away. You know the family; you have interested yourself in it as deeply as I have. That is not Stephen Gay yonder."




  "So! Then who is it?"




  "Surely a superfluous question. Have you forgotten the other man?"




  The red-headed man smote his forehead passionately.




  "A trick," he said. "Herr Baron, I cannot blame you---for the sake of the family. For the time I am beaten, I am in despair. Such a magnificent ruse Herr Baron, I wish you good-night. But there are other cards to play before the game is finished."
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  There was sunshine on the lake at Stanmere; the old house lay bathed in it. The deer were knee-deep in the bracken, the woods behind the house were one upward sheet of green silence. To view the picture from the road or the lake it would be the last scene chosen for a tragedy or a mystery that darkened so many lives. It was Tennyson's "haunt of ancient peace;" one thought of "moaning doves in immemorial elms," and the "murmur of innumerable bees,"---anything but human passions and human weaknesses.




  And such it was a day or two after the strange events played there. The tourist passing by looked and admired, and perchance envied. Goss stood in the gateway bland and benign, the model of what a butler should be, the last man to connect with vulgar crime, and listened respectfully as my lady talked to him. There was a placid, contented look on Lady Stanmere's face, an expression of rest, that had not been there for years.




  Below the terrace in the rose garden Mary was walking. There was a strange feeling upon her as if she had been asleep for a long time and was not yet fully awake. She had long given up as hopeless any idea of solving the mystery that surrounded her, but once back at Stanmere again all that seemed to have faded away. Perhaps she would be left altogether at peace now; her father would fetch her away when the time came. As to the rest, nothing mattered. She was to remain where she was for the present, Lady Stanmere told her.




  Lady Stanmere, in her turn, asked no questions. She was quite as much a puppet in the hands of fate as any of them. She had greatly feared that Mary might be taken away again, but she made no effort to retain the girl. She might have asked a few questions from her son Stephen, but he had disappeared as mysteriously as he had come. She expected nothing from him, not even love or gratitude. His life was in danger and he had gone. He might have been dead by this time for all Lady Stanmere knew to the contrary. But, nothing mattered now, so long as she had Mary with her. She would go away and take the girl with her; they could hide somewhere, and---




  But a letter from Martlett had saved all these desperate adventures. Martlett had to make a communication to her Ladyship which he was quite sure would meet with her approval. Circumstances had so fallen out that there was no reason why Miss Mary should not remain at Stanmere for the present; on the contrary, it was highly desirable that she should do so. There was nothing more than this---no details of any kind; but Lady Stanmere was satisfied.




  And Mary had no objection to make. She loved Stanmere; she had known in the old days, and she could find her way anywhere. It was good to be in a place where she could SEE, especially a place so beautiful as Stanmere. She was not to be cut off from congenial society, and Lady Stanmere had no objection to the presence of Molly and Dick.




  "I hope there will be no more changes and mysteries," Lady Stanmere said gently, as she and Mary walked up and down the rose garden together. "I shall be glad to have you always."




  "Not more than I shall be to stay," Mary smiled. "Only I shall hope to see my father sometimes, but he can never come to Stanmere."




  "I could never see why," Lady Stanmere said.




  "I never asked," Mary went on. "I was told that if ever I found myself here again I was to ask no questions and answer none. Some day all this mystery is going to be cleared; but I know that whatever happens, my father is a good man."




  Lady Stanmere sighed gently. She had the bitterest reasons for knowing that Mary was wrong, but this simple faith was not to be disturbed.




  "He is a good father to you?" she asked.




  "Oh, yes, yes. A long time ago he used to be harsh and angry, and I was a little afraid of him, and when the prosperity came he seemed to change altogether. Then there was even something different in his voice, and when he has mentioned you---"




  Lady Stanmere hastened to change the subject; it was all very painful to her. She had not yet recovered from the shock of seeing Stephen again. She would have liked to have a walk after luncheon, but one of her nervous headaches prevented her.




  Mary would sit and talk to her, but Lady Stanmere would not hear of anything of the kind. She would lie down with the blinds drawn, and, besides, Molly Stevenson and her brother were coming over in the afternoon.




  "These heads of mine go as quickly as they come," she explained, and Mr. Martlett was coming down to dinner, and she must try and be ready to meet him.




  "Go out into the sunshine and wait for your friends," she said, "and be sure that you give them some tea. Now, run along and leave an old woman to her thoughts."




  Mary walked down by the rose garden and away by the lake. There came a step presently that brought a soft colour to her cheeks and made her heart beat a little faster, there was something suggestive about the flutter of her hands that the new-comer might have noticed.




  "Dick," she cried, "Dick, you have come alone!"




  "Because you can't hear Molly's footsteps," Dick laughed. "You are quite right; I left Molly just now in a beatific state of happiness. When we were having luncheon somebody came to the door. Molly cried out and rushed from the room. I rushed out to find her in the arms of a bronzed stranger with the regulation tawny moustache."




  "Oh, I am so glad, Dick; Mr. Seymour has come home!"




  "Tom Seymour came quite unexpectedly. Molly had not heard for two mails, and she was getting anxious. Seymour's idea was to give her a pleasant surprise, and from the expression on Molly's face he seemed to have succeeded."




  Mary laughed, with a look of sympathy in her eyes.




  "I am so glad," she said. "I am very fond of Molly. It must be nice to have a lover, to feel that one man cares for you more than all the world. If I were not blind---"




  "What has that got to do with it?" Dick cried. "Why, he would love you all the more for that. Let me take you for a row on the lake. Molly will come over presently. It appears that Seymour has lost an uncle, or something of that kind, and his prospects are very bright in consequence. He says he is not going back to America any more."




  They drifted about on the surface of the lake for some time, and then they returned to the rose garden again. It was warm there and still, and fragrant with the countless blossoms. Mary turned so that the sunlight came full on her face.




  "I can almost see in a light like this," she said. "I wonder if ever I shall see again. If I could only see you at this moment, Dick!"




  Dick started guiltily. He was looking into that quiet beautiful face with something more than liking in his eyes. He was thinking of Von Wrangel at that moment.




  "I wish you could," he said. "I am not much to look at."




  "That is nonsense," Mary said firmly. "Molly says you very good-looking. You have a kind face, Dick. If ever you cared for a girl---"




  "I do care for a girl, Mary. I care for her very much, indeed."




  The words came spontaneously. They were quite wrong, but it was warm and secluded in the rose garden, and the scent of the blossoms was breast high. The young novelist was carried away by his feelings. Mary's very helplessness appealed to him strongly.




  "I hope she is a nice girl," Mary said; "a girl who is worthy of you. I should like to hear all about it. When you cannot see, such things interest you."




  "I suppose it does make a difference," Dick murmured. "I suppose---I mean there would be no reason why anybody with your trouble should not fall in love with a man. Of course his looks---"




  "Would not matter at all. I could judge of his actions and his voice, and the way that other people spoke of him. If he had a voice like yours, Dick!"




  "That would be a recommendation, of course," Dick said, gravely.




  Mary was looking at the sky in a quiet, speculative way.




  "But it would never do," she said. "It would be wrong to tie a man to a helpless creature like myself. If he were ambitious I should stand in his way. I should be a burden to him. I might try my best, but I should ever be a burden to him. If you cared for me, Dick---"




  "Mary, I do care for you. It was you I was thinking of just now. I am doing wrong I know, but I feel as if I must speak. You would be no burden to me, dearest. There is nothing I should like better in the world than to have you always by my side. The night I first saw you I fell in love on the spot. I knew that there was nobody else for me."




  "And you would sacrifice your life," Mary said, gently.




  "It would be no sacrifice at all," Dick cried, "but that is nothing. I love you, and I shall go on loving you always. I wish I could say more, but I could not think of any better words to express my feelings. Of course, I cannot expect you to care for me in the same way."




  "But I do, Dick. I didn't know it a few minutes ago, but I do."




  Her face was smiling, her eyes were dim with tears. She spoke in the simplest and most natural manner in the world. There seemed to be no reason why she should conceal her feelings. Dick loved her, which was the most wonderful and extraordinary thing in the world. The beautiful unseen hero of hers had picked her out of all the girls in the world as the one companion for him. Dick might have married anybody, of course. It never occurred to Mary that he was rather an ordinary type of young man with poor prospects, and those prospects entirely depending upon the caprice of the father of the girl he wished to marry. And he loved her and she loved him. Surely there was not such a romance as this since the world began!




  Somebody was speaking to Mary, and somebody's arm was round her waist. The touch thrilled her. The world was no longer empty. And somebody was asking Mary if she really and truly loved him. She turned her beautiful, pathetic face to his.




  "Kiss me Dick," she said, "and I will kiss you back again. Oh, my dear, you do not know how happy I am. To think that you could care for me!"




  Dick protested that this was one of the most natural things in the world. The mystery was that she cared for HIM. It was very warm and secluded there, and the scent of the blossoms subtly fragrant.




  "I almost feel as if I don't want to see your face," Mary said. "It seems more beautiful. And yet, for your sake, Dick, seeing you give so much and take so little---"




  She paused with the suspicion of a break in her voice. This was a temptation greater than Dick could stand. He drew Mary's head down on his shoulder.




  "I am going to tell you something," he said, "something that I cannot keep to myself any longer. A saint would fail with that pleading face looking into his. You know our friend who calls himself Greigstein, the man who made experiments on your eyes. Do you know who he is?"




  Mary shook her head. Dick could feel her trembling.




  "No less a person than Von Wrangel," Dick went on. "The very man above all others that you wished to see. Mary, you are going to be cured. We have had it all out with Von Wrangel, and he has pledged his reputation on a cure."




  Mary said nothing for a moment. The creamy whiteness of her cheeks gave way to a deadly pallor; the blood mounted to her face again. She was dazed---overcome for a moment. She had not dared to hope for this. In her most sanguine moments she had put the thought aside.




  "I ought not to have told you so abruptly," Dick said.




  "It did not matter," Mary whispered. "I was a little overcome, but I am all right now, Dick. Is it really possible that I am going to see again? The mere suggestion tells me all that I have lost; and I am going to be worthy of your love after all."




  Her head fell on Dick's shoulder again, her face was hidden so that Dick alone was in full view of Lady Stanmere standing there in the archway leading to the garden. The grey figure stood motionless, the grey eyes were steady---whether with disappointment or anger Dick could not say; and Mary was crying quietly on his breast with only one thought uppermost in her mind.




  She was going to see again and be worthy of this gracious lover.




  XXXIX --- "IS THIS THING TRUE?"
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  A small party had gathered about the tea-table in Stanmere drawing-room. There was Molly, beaming with happiness, and looking shyly at a bronzed young man with a dark moustache and an expression on his face little less beatific than Molly's. Mary was quiet and thoughtful, with a look of perfect content in her eyes. Lady Stanmere was gentle and gracious, and Dick woefully ill at ease.




  So far as Lady Stanmere's manner went, she might have been in blissful ignorance of that pretty little scene in the rose garden. Her headache had entirely gone; she was listening to some of Tom Seymour's American adventures with an air of interest. Dick was the only unhappy one of the party. Not that he was in the least ashamed of himself. In any case, Lady Stanmere must know in time, but Dick would have greatly preferred to have told her in his own way.




  "I am going to take a turn on the terrace," Lady Stanmere said, presently. She removed a crumb from her grey silk dress carefully. "I am a little tired to-day, and so I need an arm to lean on. Dick, will you give me your arm for a few minutes?"




  Dick responded that it would be a pleasure. If her were going to catch it he would like to get it over at once. There was a suspicion of colour on his face.




  "Delighted," he murmured. "Shall I get a wrap for you?"




  Lady Stanmere thought there was no necessity---she liked this kind of weather. Did Dick think that it was likely to last? And what a modest, manly young man Seymour was! Dick responded mechanically. He wondered when the storm was coming.




  "Well, sir," Lady Stanmere said presently. "I am waiting for you to speak."




  "And I was waiting for you to scold me," Dick said, "I throw myself entirely on your mercy, Lady Stanmere. It was a very wrong thing to do, but I have loved Mary ever since I first met her. And when I found that she cared for me---"




  "I know, I know. I have been young myself, Dick. For my part, I can't see that there is so very much the matter. If I were to choose a husband for Mary, I should like one something after your style, Dick. And the fact that the poor girl is blind---"




  "She may not remain so," Dick said, eagerly.




  "So I gathered from what you were saying to the child," Lady Stanmere said, calmly. "It is one of my virtues or my misfortunes that I have very good ears. I heard what you said about Von Wrangel. Did he really go so far as to express a confident opinion?"




  Dick explained. Lady Stanmere listened gravely.




  "It is very strange," she said presently, "but Von Wrangel never occurred to me. True, he was not available at a time when---but we need not go into that. Of course, the whole thing has come as a great surprise to me. It would be a very happy day for me if Mary would once more be like the rest of us. I must get you to bring Von Wrangel to me."




  Dick promised eagerly enough. He had very little else to think of for the moment. His attendance had been dispensed with at the Record office for the present, on the understanding that he was to come up at any time if his services were needed. He had carried out his last undertaking successfully, and this was a kind of reward for his pains.




  "I will send Von Wrangel to you with pleasure," he said. "I ought not to have said anything to Mary, but when she looked at me in that pathetic way I really couldn't. . . . . . I know I ought not to have said anything to her at all. She is far above me. She is rich, or will be, and she has a father who---"




  "Of that I know nothing," Lady Stanmere said, a little coldly. "I am as much in the dark as you are. But of one thing I am certain---any good honest man is a fit mate for the daughter of Mary's father. And if I have any influence---"




  Lady Stanmere paused and began to talk of other matters. She had grown cold and hard for the moment. Evidently she was thinking only of Mary and her interests. But why did she speak thus of Mary's father, Dick wondered. He was a man evidently respected, and yet he might have been a felon from the way that Lady Stanmere referred to him.




  "Your mother was one of my dearest friends," Lady Stanmere went on, after a long pause. "I knew you as a child, and now I meet you as a young man. It seems to me that Mary has made her own choice. There may be money, as you say, and there may be not. I am a mere puppet in these matters; I do not know how I stand myself. Mr. Martlett comes and he goes, and there is an end of it. But if ever I have anything to leave, that little will be Mary's. You are young and strong and resolute, Dick, and you will get on. I am rather glad that you are poor still, because you can't take Mary away from me for a long time. And that is the last word I have to say."




  Dick went back to the house presently with a feeling that he had got off pretty cheaply. All the same the sense of mystery was still there. The more Dick thought of it the more puzzled he was. But that would no doubt solve itself in time, and he flattered himself that he had made himself almost necessary to the man who could make or mar his happiness.




  In the drawing-room the group was added to by the presence of Mr. Martlett. He looked as rusty and as mysterious as usual, his clothes were dingy and his linen as clean as ever. He was laughing in his dry, silent fashion at some anecdote he had heard from Seymour. Presently, when the young people had drifted out into the sunshine again, he crossed over and took a seat by Lady Stanmere. He rubbed his dry hands together.




  "Lady Stanmere, I have made a discovery," he said.




  "We live in an atmosphere of them," Lady Stanmere replied. "Let us hope that it is one that will throw a little light in the darkness."




  "On the contrary, it tends to confuse matters," Martlett said. "I have found out that Master Dick and Miss Mary are in love with one another."




  "Indeed. Do you care for that kind of romance?"




  "As a student of human nature, yes. Scraps of knowledge like this are always useful to us lawyers. I am sure they are in love with one another."




  "Under the circumstances it is quite natural."




  Martlett shot a shrewd sly glance at his companion.




  "And they have found it out," he went on. "They have come to an understanding, my lady. And you know it as well as I do myself."




  Lady Stanmere confessed that she was not in ignorance of the fact. But she had only recently made the discovery. She dropped her knitting silk, which Martlett picked up and handed to her with a grave courtesy that was all his own.




  "And what do you propose to do about the matter," Martlett asked.




  "I propose to do nothing," Lady Stanmere said coldly. "I suppose Mary will marry some day, and Dick Stevenson is really a very fine young fellow. In any case, I am quite sure that my advice would not be heeded. I am a mere figure-head here; you are good enough to tell me just as much as you please and no more. Really, I do not intend to interfere."




  Martlett scraped his dry chin, thoughtfully.




  "A blind wife would be a terrible incumbus to an ambitious young man," he said. "It is all very well at first when the bloom of the romance---"




  "Mary will not be blind much longer, Mr. Martlett."




  The lawyer started. It was not often that he allowed himself to betray surprise; but this time he was taken off his guard. He was just a little annoyed with himself, too.




  "I should like to hear more of this," he said.




  "It is quite simple," Lady Stanmere replied. "Von Wrangel has seen Mary, and he has given it as his decided opinion that an operation will be successful. And as you know Von Wrangel as well as I know him myself, I have no doubt he will tell you the same thing."




  Martlett had no more to say on the point. He had come down to talk business of the estate. He had quite intended to stop the night there, but there was no necessity now. If he could have an early chop he had far rather get back to town again. His manner was a little hurried, and he was not quite so cold and watchful as usual.




  It was still comparatively early when the lawyer reached London again. He did not go back to his chambers in Lincoln's Inn, but walked to Pant street, where he was so fortunate as to find Von Wrangel at home. The latter was trimming his lantern and had his specimen cases all about him.




  "Ah, my mysterious friend," he cried. "Come and look at this chap. He is a moth. He lives on the trunks of decayed trees. Doesn't he look dry and leathery, and hasn't he got a cunning eye? I was going to call him the Martlett moth. Look at his eye."




  "Put that rubbish away," Martlett said, calmly. "I have been to Stanmere. Lady Stanmere tells me that you can restore Miss Mary's eye-sight."




  "So she's got to hear of that," Von Wrangel exclaimed. "On the whole, I would have preferred it to remain a secret for the present. I was going to operate---"




  "Without the permission of the girl's natural guardian?"




  Von Wrangel glanced at the speaker for a moment.




  "Oh, you are a lawyer," he said. "I suppose you would make affidavits and file notices and look up all kinds of precedents and have counsel's opinion and all the rest of it. Mummy, with a piece of dry leather in place of a heart, what are you talking about? Wouldn't everybody be GLAD for that poor girl to get her eye-sight back? And do you suppose that I, Von Wrangel, am going to fail? Bah, you make me ill."




  Martlett shrugged his shoulders. All this tirade affected him not at all.




  "You propose to dispense with that formality?" he said.




  "I propose to do as I like," Von Wrangel said. "Go out, you old mummy. Go away, or I'll get my moth to bite you. Allons!"




  Martlett departed quite calmly and unruffled. "There's a nice thing," he muttered. "To pose as a cruel ruffian who desires to keep a poor girl in the dark for the sake of. . . . . And am I as heartless as Von Wrangel says? All the same, this is a pretty kettle of fish altogether."




  XL --- "NOT YET"
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  A decorous silence reigned in The Record office, for the hour of clanking presses was not yet. There were the green shades throwing little pools of light upon the tables where a dozen or so of pale-faced men worked feverishly. Here was one scoring rapidly with the pencil, another writing furiously, whilst a third was doing desperate things with a whole basketful of telegrams. The orderly hurry of it all seemed to please Spencer as he moved through the building on his way to his own room.




  He looked straight, well set up, and pleased with himself this evening. The haggard look had gone from his eyes, his head was erect with the carriage of a man who not only dares great things, but generally accomplishes them.




  The shades were on the tables in his own room, a pile of accounts with a parchment covered bank book or two gave a suggestion of wealth and importance. For a long time Spencer sat there pondering over his columns of figures. His mind was perfectly clear now, his brain was working rapidly.




  "I fancy that will do," he muttered. "Another three months, and the thing will be successfully accomplished. But forty thousand pounds is a lot of money, and matters of this kind so easily go astray. If I only dared to show myself a little more freely, if I could be seen in the city the thing would be a certainty. And why not? One man is out of the way, and the other dare not show his face for fear of the police. I must risk it."




  All the same, Spencer started slightly as a clerk came in with a message to the effect that there was a gentleman waiting down below to see the head of the firm. His nerves were not yet quite in such good order as he supposed.




  "It's Mr. Martlett, sir," the clerk said. "I thought---"




  "Why did you not say so before?" Spencer demanded, annoyed to find himself so easily disturbed. The room was so quiet and soothing. "Show him up at once."




  Martlett came in in his own quiet manner. For once in a way he was in evening dress. He had been evidently dining somewhere and had left early, for it was barely nine o'clock. He drew up a chair to the table and took a pinch of snuff.




  "You wanted to see me?" he said, tentatively. "It was the matter of that last mortgage."




  "And the one that has caused me more trouble than all the others put together. If we can manage to pay that off, Martlett, my task will be accomplished. I have raised every penny I can on the paper and my property elsewhere; I have pinched and scraped. Of course 'The Record' is a fine income in itself, and worth a lot of money to sell but I don't want to do that. What have you done in the matter?"




  Martlett proceeded to explain. He had found a certain flaw in the signature to one of the old mortgages which had given the other side food for serious reflection.




  "Of course they would like to foreclose now," he said. "They would make thousands by so doing. But if we fight them we gain time, and by the end of six months you will be in a position to find the money. It would be a pity to spoil it all now."




  "A pity!" Spencer cried. "I have sunk half a million. I have built my scheme step by step; I have watched it expand before my eyes. It has been my penance, my life's atonement. And if I were to lose it now---"




  He paused and wiped his face, for he was agitated and the room was warm. There was a wistful expression in his eyes, his lips were twitching. It was some little time before he spoke again. Martlett took snuff with great relish.




  "We are not going to fail," he said. "If necessary, we will fight. Then there will be an order for the verification of signatures, and shall gain the time we require. Put yourself in the witness box for ten minutes and the thing is settled."




  A peculiar spasm passed over Spencer's face. "I must," he said desperately. "I must if necessary. To-night I could face it; with those figures before me I could dare anything. If I were sure as to those two men."




  "You are sure!" Martlett rasped out. "Thanks to Von Wrangel, you are certain. If you had gone a little more slowly into this business, we need not have sailed quite so close to the wind. Give me your instructions to act as I please over that unattested signature, and the thing is safe. I may have to call you as a witness."




  "Anything you like," Spencer said. "I---I must."




  He flung out his hands like a man who is prepared for anything. Long after Martlett had taken himself off with his snuff-box he sat staring with the mass of papers before him. He felt strung up and reckless enough for anything now, but would his nerves be as steady and as free in the morning? Could he go out into the street and meet one of two faces, and then carry on his resolution? A few years before such a thing might have been possible, but not now.




  All being well, a few months hence nothing mattered. He would be able to speak then and clear himself in the eyes of those whose good opinion he valued. He had committed one crime, and, like many people in the same position, he had been forced to to commit another to hide the first.




  And Martlett the immaculate Martlett, had suggested it.




  Spencer was relieved and glad to find himself no longer alone. Dick Stevenson had come with head erect and eye shining. There was envy as well as admiration in Spencer's glance. He would have given up everything and ventured anything to be young and strong like that again. His smile for the young man was quite fatherly.




  "Nothing wrong this time?" he asked.




  "No, indeed, sir," Dick said joyously; "quite to the contrary. I had to run up for something, and I thought I would come and let you know."




  Spencer smiled again. Dick found himself wondering whether Mr. Spencer would be quite so amiable if he knew all that had happened. As a matter of fact Dick had come on purpose to tell him.




  It was quite impossible for his engagement to Mary to be kept a secret. He grew a little more grave as the full weight of his responsibility came upon him.




  "I should like to have a little talk with you, sir," he said. "I dare say I have done wrong, but really I could not help it. But I I think you ought to know."




  Spencer motioned him to a chair. There was something frank and manly about Dick that made most people like him. His face was red, but he looked steadily at his companion.




  "You see, I met your daughter under peculiar circumstances," he went on; "and from the very first we were drawn together. They say pity is akin to love. It seemed so strange that one so beautiful and with such beautiful eyes should be blind. I pictured what she might be if you---you were dead. And I felt that I should like nothing better than to be her protector, and she likes me."




  "I am not in the least surprised at that," Mr. Spencer said, cordially.




  "Indeed, that is very good of you, sir, and it gives me courage to proceed. We saw a great deal of one another, and I had some insight into your secret---not of my own seeking. And gradually it came about---well, sir, I let Mary know that I loved her, and I was surprised that she loved me in return. I daresay it was wrong, for Mary will be rich and I shall be very poor; and if you are very angry---"




  Dick stopped breathless and confused. He had poured out his confession without stopping to think. He looked up almost fearfully at the man to whom he owed so much. But there was not the least suggestion of anger on Spencer's face.




  "So it has come to this," he said. "It is very honorable of you to tell me; as a matter of fact, Mary will not be rich at all."




  "So much the better, sir," Dick said boldly.




  "Rash boy! Married happiness is not rendered any the less blissful because of money. Dick, you are a very ambitious young man."




  "Or a very conceited one, sir," Dick said. "I don't quite know which."




  "No, no; you have got the right stuff in you; and I like that square jaw of yours. But you have not sufficiently reflected over this business. There are reasons which you may know some day, that prevent my interfering with Mary in her choice of a husband. I feel quite sure she has chosen well; but have you thought what an incubus a blind wife may be?"




  "I am ready to face that," Dick said boldly. His head was erect and his eyes shining now. "I asked Mary to be my wife with the fact before me. But she is not going to be blind."




  "She is not going to be?---What do you mean?"




  "I mean that Mary is going to see," Dick cried. "We have found the very man we most desired to see. He used to call himself Greigstein in the old Pant-street days, but I know him now as Von Wrangel. He has made a complete examination of Mary's eyes, and he says she will see. Lady Stanmere knows this too. It is the best news one man ever brought to another."




  If it were so, then Spencer was most carefully disguising his feelings. There was no smile on his face, only a look of amazement and it might be a suggestion of fear. He ought to have been wildly, extravagantly, enthusiastically glad. As it was, he sat in his chair, listening to Dick, with a strange, cold, hard look on his face.




  "You mean in the course of a long time," he said.




  "Indeed I don't, sir," Dick went on, without noticing his companion's expression. "Von Wrangel has no doubts on the matter at all. He says that within a week Mary will see as well as you or I. He is going to operate at once."




  "He is going to operate at once! When?"




  "To-morrow night. He prefers night time because he uses strong electric light. And all the plant is ready at hand at Stanmere. Lady Stanmere telegraphed him to come down to-morrow. It is a terribly anxious time."




  "I forbid the whole thing altogether."




  A bucket of ice-cold water might have been suddenly poured over Dick by the way he started and shivered. The words were harsh and hard and grating.




  "Forbid it, sir!" he gasped. "I---I don't understand. Do you actually mean to say---"




  "My words were plain enough. Until I am thoroughly satisfied that. . . . Good Heavens! It will upset all my plans. . . I shall be a ruined man. . . . And this is how one crime leads to another. Put it off, my boy; get it postponed for a month, two months, and I will give you ten thousand pounds. I'll give you a partnership in the the paper. Manage it for me, only manage it. . ."




  Spencer's voice had sunk to a whisper, his eyes were gleaming. A strange, cunning expression had come over his face. The man was completely transformed.




  "This is an outrage," Dick exclaimed. "There is something wrong---your brain has suddenly given way. Two or three months! To deprive any creature of God's greatest blessing for one moment when the skill of a man can restore it! Why, if you suggested the temporary blinding of the vilest criminal on earth for three months the whole nation would rise up against you. And Mary! You are mad."




  There was a thrill of horror in Dick's voice, he recoiled white and trembling before the man opposite. The stinging speech, the utter loathing and contempt, seemed to bring Spencer back to himself again.




  "You don't know," he said hoarsely; "you can't tell how I am placed. And it has been so long that a little longer . . . and if the poor girl does not know."




  "She does know," Dick said, sternly; "I told her. When she turned her face to mine and longed for sight I told her. The coldest and most callous man would have done so. And now you deliberately try and bribe me to---oh, you must be mad, mad!"




  The last words rang through the room. The chief of 'The Record' actually cowered before the youngest and most recent member of his staff. He essayed to say something, but words failed him. He would have explained it all away, but he could not.




  "Yes, I am mad," he said. "It comes on me suddenly. Perhaps your news has been too much for me. I am not the man I was. But it is dreadful, horrible. Go and leave me."




  Without another word Dick turned and left the room.




  XLI --- VON WRANGEL CAPTURES ANOTHER SPECIMEN
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  About the same time of night Von Wrangel, in his shirt sleeves, was busy arranging his specimens in the little bed-sitting-room in Pant-street. He was on the best of terms with himself, for he had lately taken two fresh specimens, and in addition he had just had a telegram from Lady Stanmere asking him to go down to-morrow to perform Mary's operation. The telegram lay on the table, and Von Wrangel had used it to mix some precipitate powder on.




  "This time to-morrow and that will be over," he said, sotto voce. "Under ordinary circumstances it would lead to fresh complications. But the tiger moth is hiding, and he can do no harm for the present, if the tiger moth had not been a fool he would have been flitting to a foreign shore by this time. I must find out and give him another warning. All the trouble I took at Stanmere the other night is not to be wasted; I spoil sport no longer. Come in."




  The door opened and a little twisted man came in. He looked like one who had been badly broken up at some time in a railway accident---he had a big hump, and one shoulder was higher than the other. There was a long, bold red scar across his white face, but his eyes were wonderfully steady, and there was a certain suggestion of power about his shoulders.




  "So you are here, Louis," Von Wrangel said. "You got my message?"




  "I got the letter, Baron," Louis said in a husky whisper. His voice seemed as queer as his body. "And all day I have been looking for your man. I found him this morning, but he did not see me. The bird is too shy to come here, so I limed a twig for him. Behold, in the evening paper that they affect I put an advertisement purporting to come from Milano. At nine o'clock to-night Hengel will be under the fourth elm tree on the walk by Regent's Park, nearest the Zoo. And if you happened to be there hunting butterflies you might see him."




  The little man chuckled and winked one flaming red eye. Von Wrangel smiled.




  "That was well done," he said, "especially as Hengel fancies that nobody but myself and Milano knows him to be in England. I will go and prospect for a new specimen presently. Regent's Park is not closed to me, indeed it is not closed to anybody who possesses the necessary agility to climb a railing. Ah, they are wise people these London police."




  "The tiger moth has not flown away, Baron?"




  "The tiger moth is a fool. He had his money, but he must needs stay for another night in London. Then he drinks too much, he plays too high, and his money is gone. He is hiding somewhere now, with his wings singed. I shall force Hengel to tell me where he is, so that I can repair those wings, for between ourselves, Louis, the tiger moth must be got away for a time."




  "Let him perish," Louis grunted, with a sombre flash of the red eye.




  "For the sake of the family which has suffered so much at my hands, I cannot. Go away, my dear Louis, and do not tempt me. There is a busy time ahead."




  Louis took his queer twisted body away as silently as he had come. The easy smile faded from Von Wrangel's face; he had the air of one who has serious work before him. A little time after, and he was walking away in a north-west direction with a little box strapped to his back and a lantern in his hand. Regent's Park had been a happy hunting-ground for him for a long while, and, though the gates were closed and the police vigilant, Von Wrangel had no difficulty in getting access to the park. As a character he was well known to the police, who looked upon him as a harmless lunatic, who had somehow or other contrived to find a friend at court.




  "You'll have it all to yourself to-night, sir," the policeman in the park suggested.




  "Ah, so you think," Von Wrangel replied. "I tell you I see some queer specimens in these parks. If they were wise they would be thrown open all day and night and patrolled by the police. You think yonder place is empty! Bah! so empty that I always carry this."




  He touched his hip pocket significantly. A moment later his lamp was flashing inside and he had given himself entirely up to the pursuit of his favourite hobby. He had plenty of time before it became necessary to work his way to the rendezvous.




  He hunted along steadily for half-an-hour, placing more than one specimen in his box and enjoying himself immensely. He did not look in the least like a man who is out on a dangerous errand. He came presently to his destination; he fastened his box securely. From behind the line of light thrown by the brilliant lantern he looked keenly and searchingly. A round object to the left of one of the trees caught his attention. He fixed the white rays upon it.




  "Ah," he said. "There is the specimen I need. It is white, with a deep, fiery red hear, and it has long feelers. They reach from London to Berlin, and from Vienna to St. Petersburg. My moth is rarely seen, but he is the cause of great activity in others. The moth I see before me is only caught by stratagem. It has a great weakness for newspaper advertisements."




  All this in a gay, rather loud voice, whilst the round object at the end of the line of light shuffled.




  "I'll come out, Baron," a hoarse voice said. "In one way you are too clever for me. But you will not baffle me in the end. If I fail there are others."




  "Come out and sit here in the light," Von Wrangel said, coolly.




  The man with the fiery red hair emerged. He did not look in the least like a dangerous assassin. He might have been a better-class artisan, a workman who is fond of books. There are scores like him to be seen at any manufacturing town in Europe. He was just a little shy and retiring, and the eyes that were turned upon Von Wrangel were like those of a dog.




  Yet the man was a fanatic. He had his creed, and stuck to it like a Hindoo might. He was not in the least blood-thirsty, but he had what he considered a duty to perform, and he would see it through to the end, though it cost him his own life to do so.




  "What do you want, Baron," he asked.




  "You know quite well what I want," Von Wrangel said. "I lured you here to meet me, knowing well that there was no other way. Hengel, you owe me something."




  "I owe you everything, Baron. But for you I should have been tortured in gaol. You saved me from that. There is nothing I would not do for you."




  "Quite wrong. There is one thing you would not do for me."




  "Break my oath---no. I could not do that. There is not one of us who would do that for anybody. You spoilt our game at Stanmere because you, too, have sworn to do so. I have no feeling in the matter at all; I was only here to do my duty. I did not come when you tracked me the other night because sooner or later that man must die."




  "And if I put the police on your track, and say---"




  "What could you say?" Hengel said, with a shrug of his shoulders. "You could prove nothing. For a time the police would lock us up and then we should be released. Meanwhile, other men whom you know not would take up the mission. And you would fight better, Baron, with me. Better the devil you know than the devil you don't know, Herr Baron."




  "Spoken like a wise man," Von Wrangel said. "I should be bringing about the very calamity that I am doing my best to avoid. I beat you the other night, but the tiger moth is a fool. He did not go away as I told him to do."




  "What matters? We are certain to find him."




  "Ah, well, you gave me a proverb just now, and I will give you another: 'He who fights and runs away, lives to fight another day'. Thus the tiger moth. You are going to tell me where he is, Hengel, so that I can give him funds and a further warning."




  The he man with the red head smiled.




  "That is not the game," he said. "But so sure are we, that I don't mind doing that, especially as you have taken all the trouble for nothing. Only a little time ago I was in the locality of the house where you have your chambers."




  Von Wrangel smiled. He thought of Dick Swiveller and his rooms, where the mind might pass at pleasure through numerous and spacious saloons. He could not quite imagine what the man with the red hair was driving at.




  "And yet did not favour me with a call," he said.




  "Business before pleasure," Hengel said, grimly. "I was very near there, as I have been many times before. It was only a child looking in a shop window that stayed my hand. But I am not impatient; I know that the time will come."




  Von Wrangel nodded. He knew perfectly well what the other meant.




  "Look here," he said; "here is my collecting-box. I am hunting the tiger moth. Not that I love the creature, but for the sake of others. He is not here, but you know perfectly well where he is."




  "As you say, I know perfectly well where he is, Baron."




  "And you seem so sure of your ground. Therefore, as you are under such obligation to me, you are going to tell me where to find the tiger moth. For the sake of others whom I respect and love and admire, I am going to do my best to get the tiger moth out of the way. Come, let me know. Wipe out one of those obligations."




  The man with the red hair was laughing quietly. Something seemed to amuse him. He stammered some apology as he saw the anger kindling in Von Wrangel's eyes.




  "You take a great stick to kill so small a fly," he said. "All this pretty strategy is wasted. But you could not know that, and you have done very well indeed. Only if you had stopped at home and smoked your cigarette, you would have done still better. In any case, Baron, I would have given you the desired information, because it can make no difference in the long run. Still, I tell you frankly, because I do no violence to my orders. At the present moment the tiger moth is sitting waiting for you in your rooms in Pant-street."




  A cry of astonishment came from Von Wrangel.




  "You mean to say that you saw him enter?" he cried.




  "Even so. Five minutes after you had gone. If I had known your errand, I would have taken the liberty of saving you all this trouble."




  But Von Wrangel heard nothing of the other's politeness. He dropped his lantern and specimen case, and started to race across the park as fast as his legs could carry him.
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  Von Wrangel ran on and on till the quietude of Regent's Park gave way to the well-lighted streets, and sundry policemen began to regard him with suspicion. There were other reasons why the German pulled up, not entirely unconnected with the fact that increasing years are not compatible with long-distance running.




  A deep feeling of anger, too, filled Von Wrangel. There were vast interests at stake here, and according to all calculations Stephen Gay should have been out of England by this time. He was going to have a bad time of it presently.




  But he had to be removed beyond reach of danger first. The mysterious power that was behind those who had sworn to have the traitor's life was not underrated by Von Wrangel. They were so calm, so certain, so assured of their ground. He had known them to wait patiently for years before they struck. He had fought hard in his time against this curse to progress and liberty, and he had given it up in vain.




  Still there was always a chance. The chance lay in getting Stephen Gay away from Pant-street. The road might be apparently empty of spies, but the seeing eye would be there; and as sure as Gay left Pant-street in the ordinary way he was a lost man.




  Von Wrangel came to a pause in Tottenham Court road. He stepped and looked into a pawnbroker's window to return breath and recover his scattered thoughts. Two flashing electric lights gleamed upon a miscellaneous collection of portable property that would have rejoiced the heart of Mr. Wemmick.




  Here was a way out. Two or three hansom cabs creeping along the kerb were allowed to pass before Von Wrangel made his choice. Here was a cab-man who evidently drank, and consequently was none too prosperous and possibly none too scrupulous either. As he pulled up Von Wrangel mounted the step.




  "Do you want to earn five pounds?" he asked, crisply.




  The man with the cunning eyes nodded. It was fairly evident that the sum in question would purchase all the morality and conscience that remained to him.




  "There's nothing wrong," Von Wrangel went on. "You have only to do as you are told. And I may want the loan of your cab for a few minutes. Stay where you are."




  Von Wrangel dived into the pawnbroker's, to return in a few minutes followed by an assistant who carried a battered old portmanteau that his customer had just purchased. This being hauled on to the cab, Von Wrangel gave the direction of Pant-street. Once arrived there, the cab-man had orders to stay for a period that Von Wrangel calculated would not be more than twenty minutes altogether.




  "I'll leave the portmanteau," he said. "I'll tell you what the next thing is. You are going to make money to-night easier than you have ever done in your life."




  The cab-man nodded. Up to now there had been nothing calculated to bring about an endorsement of his license, and that was what he had to fear. Von Wrangel went up the stairs two steps at a time and burst into the room.




  Hengel had not deceived him. Stephen Gay was there. At the sound of footsteps he had snatched up the poker and stood behind the table prepared to defend his life. All the swaggering insolence had gone from his face, the cheeks were mottled and soddened, a fact all the more prominent because of his trembling fear. He was a dead pasty white, his red eyes were full of terror.




  "Get back," he cried. "You blood-thirsty ruffian, I'll---"




  He dropped the poker and broke into a quavering laugh. Von Wrangel watched the twitching of his fingers with disgust. Here was a man whose nerves were entirely wrecked by the one thing beyond fear. There was a faint suggestion of spirits in the room. Gay laughed again and his eyes went down to the floor.




  "What," Von Wrangel demanded sternly, "what are you doing here?"




  Gay made no reply for the moment. He was trembling from head to foot with the reaction of his sudden fright. Von Wrangel glanced round the room searchingly. But apparently everything was just as he had left it, even to Lady Stanmere's telegram, with the precipitate powder still strewn upon it. It was impossible to suspect that Gay was here for any other reason than safety. The man was too horribly frightened to think of anything else.




  "If you have such a thing as a drop of brandy," Gay suggested.




  "Not a drop," Von Wrangel cried. "You are not sober now. You have been drinking heavily. I wouldn't have a brain and body like yours at this moment for all the money in the universe. Let me feel your pulse. Your nerves are all red-hot wires."




  He drew down an eyelid of Gay's and examined the quickly expanding pupil.




  "My friend, you are very nearly on the verge of delirium tremens," he said gravely. "It is hard to believe that you are the same man I piloted out of danger not so long ago. Where is all the money you had then?"




  "Gone," Gay said sullenly. "All spent. I got to London quite safely. Then I decided to have one more royal night of it before I left London. I must have been mad, Von Wrangel. I began to drink and then I lost my head. And I got in some queer sort of gambling house. It's strange how a man of my temperament always drifts to this kind of place."




  He maundered on and wept in a sudden fit of self-pity. Von Wrangel shook him passionately.




  "None of that," he said, sternly. "I'll make you some coffee. How did you get here?"




  "They found me out. I had a marvellous escape. The third time I had to jump into the Thames. Perhaps it was a pity that I ever came out again."




  "Politeness forbids me to contradict you," Von Wrangel said, acidly.




  "Ah, you can sneer. Then I had no more money to get anything, and my nerves gave out. The dogs were following me all the time. The mere presence of a child saved me just now when I was sitting in a state of collapse on a doorstep. I recollected the fact that I had been here before, and what is more to the point, I recollected the address. I tell you it was a near thing."




  He broke down, and a fit of trembling came over him again. Von Wrangel brewed some coffee over a spirit lamp, and Gay drank greedily. A little color began to creep into his soddened face.




  "Get me out of this," he said---"get me out this. I've got a little work to do to-morrow evening, and then I swear to you I will leave England."




  Von Wrangel glanced uneasily at the telegram on the table. But Gay's dilated gaze had never for an instant turned in that direction.




  "Get me out of this," Gay went on. "You've brains and imagination. Think! Those people are waiting for me outside. Only get me away."




  "There is a back door to the house," Von Wrangel said, meaningly.




  "What's the good of that? Do you suppose those brigands don't know it?"




  "Very likely they do. When I came here for reasons of my own I was influenced in my choice of these desirable apartments by the presence of a back entrance. But you are not going that way. The other man disappears in that direction, and you go off in state. Do you think that you could manage to drive a hansom cab?"




  Gay nodded. Country born and county bred, he knew all about a horse. Everybody who had ever had a pair of reins in his hand might drive a cab, especially in quiet streets at this time of night. He was eager to have the chance.




  "Very well," Von Wrangel said. "You shall have your cab and £10 to boot. When you get away, and can write to me in safety, I will see that you have more. After then I wash my hands of you. If you get into another scrape you must find your own way out of it."




  Gay gurgled something that sounded like gratitude. He was not going to be a fool any more. Von Wrangel stepped out of the house and called to the cab-man to bring in the portmanteau. The horse could stand for a moment. He certainly looked like that kind of horse.




  The cab-man toiled up the stairs with the portmanteau on his shoulder. Without a word Von Wrangel laid five sovereigns, one after the other, on the table. The cab-man's eyes gleamed.




  "Got to be earned first, governor?" he suggested.




  "Why, yes. In the easiest way in the world. Give me your big overcoat, and your white top hat. I put them on this gentleman, who goes down to your cab and drives away. You need not be in the least afraid, for he has been used to horses all his life. He drives slowly, as if looking for a late fare, as far as, say, Belt-street, which is a thoroughfare thoughtfully left in darkness out of consideration for the poverty of its inhabitants. There your cab waits for you. I will show you a back way out, and you can carry the jug as if you were an honest son of the toil going for your evening beer after a long day's work. Do you understand?"




  The cab-man nodded. There was no great risk here, seeing that his cab and horse together was not worth much more than the fee he was being paid for this slight service.




  "Right you are!" he exclaimed, as his hands clutched on the gold coins. "Lead the way, sir."




  Von Wrangel came back presently. He avoided Gay's gratitude, and did not see the hand that the latter held out to him.




  "It is perfectly safe," he said. "You have nothing to fear. So long as you are believed to be here, so long will your foes haunt the neighbourhood. And here is your money. If you like to remain in England after this, you must take the consequences."




  It was perfectly safe. Gay sprang to the box and drove away with a flourish of his whip that had something professional about it. He smiled to himself as he passed two men lounging at the corner of the street, and blessed Von Wrangel's fertility of resource. He was free now, with money in his pocket, to turn his back upon England.




  But not yet. There was something to do yet. There was a little revenge to take first. His heart grew lighter as he thought of it. Once he had got rid of the cab-man he would be free to put his plan into execution. And here was Belt-street.




  The cab-man was unduly polite and sympathetic. He had made five pounds and a very nice-looking jug in a manner that could not possibly compromise him in the slightest. He had been in trouble himself, he hinted. He knew of some clean, cheap lodgings close by where no questions were asked, and where there were no less than three staircases.




  Gay was glad to hear it. Cheap, obscure lodgings and no questions asked were just what he required. His nerve was coming back to him now, and he was desperately tired. The sight of half a sovereign was all that was required to provide him with fairly comfortable quarters. He put out his gas and falling across the bed with his clothes on dropped into a heavy sleep.




  On the morrow he procured a razor and shaved himself. Then he proceeded to make certain changes in his personal appearance. The longing for strong drink was upon him, but he put that resolutely aside. Not yet; there would be plenty of time for that. He had his little revenge to take first. He laughed to himself as be thought of it; the big veins stood out on his forehead.




  "I couldn't have invented anything like that," he muttered. "It's perfect. If I can duly prevent him from interfering. But I am not afraid of that. I'll go down and see it all. I won't touch him---I won't so much as lay a finger upon him. And he will not go down till the evening train at 6.30, by which time it will be fairly dark. And then---"




  Gay chuckled to himself again as he lighted a cigarette. For the rest of the day he lounged and ate and smoked. About six o'clock he paid his account and proceeded in the direction of Waterloo station. In the ticket office he waited. His eyes lighted up presently as a tall man with a soft hat over his eyes, came and asked for a first-class return to Stanmere.




  Gay came forward after the other man had gone. He put down his money and asked for a third-class return. He found himself presently in the corner of a smoking carriage, where he sat deep in thought, till the train reached its destination.




  "Pretty dark," he muttered, "but a moon presently. Now for it. I would not have missed this for all the money in England. And I'm safe here anyway."
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  Mr. Spencer looked up again presently to find that Dick had gone---he had driven him away by his strange behaviour. What must the lad think of a man---a father---who deliberately objected to sight being restored to his only child? And what rational excuse could be made for delay?




  Anyway, Dick must not be allowed to go away like this. He must be persuaded, he must be shown clearly that there was need for a postponement of the operation. A source of excuses rose to Spencer's mind, only to be rejected as absurd and inadequate.




  Dick had left the building, and was striding in a white heat down Fleet-street, before his employer overtook him. He turned round as he heard his name spoken.




  "My dear boy, you must not go off like that," Spencer said with a strange humility. That was not the tone usually adopted by millionaires even to favourite employees. "I want to have a long chat with you. Call a cab and we will go to Cambria square."




  Prudence suggested a falling in with the suggestion. Not until Cambria square was reached was another word spoken. The place looked very empty and deserted without Mary. There was not a sign of her favourite flowers, even the violets had disappeared.




  "I---I don't care for the smell," Spencer said, hesitating, as he noticed Dick's glance. "They have a very strange effect upon me. But for the sake of my child---"




  The speaker paused as he caught the expression on Dick's face. The later had not yet learnt the art of disguising his feelings.




  "It seems to me, sir," he said, "that your daughter---"




  "Yes, yes. But you do not understand. Suppose that I am your father. You are very fond of me; you regard me as one of the best men in the world. And you are blind. And when your sight comes back to you, you discover what I am. You find out my crime, you cannot help it. Do you suppose that you would care for me any longer?"




  Dick tore the argument to tatters furiously. What sort of a child would he be who turned his back upon his father like that? On the contrary, he would care all the more for him. If we would overlook grave faults in the friends we loved, how much more would we do so in the case of blood relations.




  "You do Mary an injustice," he cried. "If she found you out she would be sorry for you. Deep down in her heart would be a feeling of sympathy for the man who had suffered all these years in silence. I do not wish to try and penetrate your secret, sir---"




  "I could not tell it. The story is unspeakable. But there is a deep, cruel deceit here. It was for a great and worthy end, but the deceit remains. Dick, I have never been so candid as this before. I tell you this thing must be postponed. Get Mary to wait, if only for a few weeks. I know that it sounds unmanly, inhuman, monstrous. Do it for my sake and Mary's, my dear lad. And you shall marry her, you shall be rich and prosperous, but do it."




  Dick sat there silent and ashamed that for one moment he should have heeded the voice and temptation. He had had a hard struggle of it, he knew what grinding poverty meant. He looked round the perfectly-appointed room, the suggestion of wealth and luxury, all of which he might share with Mary for the rest of his life.




  On the other hand he might lose it all, and slip back into the slough of despond again. A word from Spencer and it would be all over. And yet to keep that poor girl in the dark even for a few weeks longer! The cruelty of it!




  "I couldn't do it, sir," he answered; "I couldn't."




  "And if you refuse, have you reflected what it may mean?"




  Dick sprung from his chair and strode towards the door with his head in the air.




  "I have just done so," he said. "I can go down to the old grinding life again, but my conscience will be clear, and I shall sleep at night. But I shield not even the father when the daughter knows the truth. I think I had better go, sir."




  Spencer motioned Dick back to his chair. Dick's speech was cutting and bitter, but for the life of him he could not summon up courage enough to resent it.




  "I am a bad man," he said, as if speaking to himself. "At least I try not to be. Ever since I fell so low myself, I try to feel for the weaknesses of others. Dick, I had it in my heart just now to do you an evil thing. I was going to threaten you. But I see from your face that it would not be the slightest good. If you thought you were right you would go through with a thing to the bitter end. We will say no more about it. If you only knew what a criminal I am."




  His head fell forward, his eyes were full of remorse. Dick watched him steadily. What a strange paradox of a man he was. And Spencer had nothing to say on the subject because a new idea had come to him. In any case, it was not a very creditable way out of the difficulty, but it was more creditable than trying to coerce Dick into using his influence with Mary.




  "You are right and I am wrong," he went on. "You are a fine fellow, Dick, and you are going to make a son-in-law to be proud of. And Mary shall tell me all about it. There are reasons---grave reasons, but by no means shameful ones---why I cannot go to Stanmere. At the same time, I want to see my child for a few moments to-morrow evening, say a little before eight. If I am on the terrace, then you will try and get Mary to come and speak to me?"




  Dick promised eagerly enough. Surely there could be no harm in that. Mary would see her father, and the mere sight of her beautiful face and pathetic eyes would take all his doubts away. Why, whatever crime he had committed and whatever discovery he might make would only induce Mary to cling more closely to her father than before.




  "I am glad you are going to do this," Dick said, "I am glad I came here with you. On the face of it, it seemed such a terrible thing---"




  "Yes, yes, I know it did. But if you only knew how cruelly I am placed! And sooner or later the whole truth is bound to come out. If a certain man discovered me now, and I could not have Mary by my side, all the work of years would be lost. And if she could see, would she be any longer by my side? That is the question that eternally tortures me."




  Dick was certain of it, he had no doubts whatever. How anybody could look in Mary's face and think otherwise was beyond his comprehension. And yet Spencer's face was grave and troubled. It seemed strange that a man in his position should lean for support on the shoulders of a mere boy. He went off presently, wondering and longing for the time when the mystery might be made clear.




  But Spencer's resolution was not so firm with the morning light. It was late in the afternoon before he despatched a telegram to Von Wrangel at Stanmere asking for an interview. A reply came back in due course to the effect that Von Wrangel had not yet arrived. Spencer groaned as he saw the message.




  "I must face it through," he said. "I must tell the truth, or part of it, and rely upon the good nature of the child. Von Wrangel might have saved me. Why do I drive these things off to the last moment? Why do I prevaricate so? And why are my nerves in this pitiable plight? I do not smoke or drink, I do not unduly strain myself. And yet there comes a time when my heart turns to water and I am a nerveless, trembling coward!"




  It was getting dusk before he braced himself to the effort of going to Stanmere. Even then Kant had to accompany him as far as the station. But it was near to the end of September now and getting quite dark. It was only under the shadow that Spencer felt anything like himself.




  "I shall be back by the ten o'clock train, Kant," he said. "Better come and meet me. There has not been much sign of the foe lately, Kant."




  Kant responded suitably. He could see that his employer was in a high state of nervousness. But once the train had started and the country reached, Spencer was himself again. The peaceful quietness, the bracing air, all had their effect on his nerves.




  He walked along with the step of a man who is quite certain of his surroundings. He passed into the park by way of a little gate and thence across the grass to the terrace. It was quite dark now, and the lights gleamed in the windows. The stable clock struck half-past seven. Spencer had not long to wait now, and he was wondering what he was going to say. He was going to do something against which his conscience revolted. But he would not think of that yet.




  He stood there like a thief in the night. Some of the blinds were not drawn yet; they were not down in the library, for instance. Somebody seemed to be very busy there. Spencer could make out a figure that looked like a nurse, and his heart beat a little faster. It was nurse Cecilia, of course, so that there was no great room for an effort of imagination there.




  But there was Von Wrangel also, in his shirt sleeves. He had his grimmest professional air, and he did not look in the least like the volatile collector of butterflies now. There was some queer-looking apparatus and a very strong electric light rigged up to one of the standard lamps by a flexible cord. It seemed to Spencer that he was only just in time.




  Then Dick came into the room and said a few words to Von Wrangel, who seemed to be displeased about something and irritably ordered him out. One of the drawing-room blinds was not quite down, and Spencer caught a glimpse of Mary and Lady Stanmere. He began to get impatient. Surely Dick had quite forgotten his promise; but the stable clock chimed again and it still wanted a quarter to eight. Spencer crept back from the window. A figure crossed the line of light. Spencer saw it, a queer little cry broke from him.




  "Stephen," he gasped. "I thought that you. I---I---"




  He could say no more. He put up his hand as if to protect himself from a blow. But the blow did not fall, and Stephen stood grimly before him.




  "No, you don't," he whispered. "Come this way, so that we are hidden, safe from interruption. I know what you are here for and what you would do. This is my revenge, my little revenge, the thought of which is going to keep me warm on many a cold night. There will be an opening of eyes in more ways than one. You shall see what you shall see. Stir one step and I will kill you, thief and robber that you are. Look at the window yonder, and think what is going on. See, there she is, and her gallant lover by her side. Oh, this is great; it is glorious. And it all comes to me without my raising a finger. See into the library---"




  Somebody stepped forward and pulled down the blinds.
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  Molly came down the path to the house with a great bunch of late roses in her hand. Her dainty little nose was buried in the dewy blossoms. She made a pretty picture as she stood there, a fact by no means lost on Tom Seymour, who stood watching from the porch. Molly's happiness just now was a wholesome thing to contemplate.




  She had her lover back unexpectedly, and he was going to stay in England. There was no longer any necessity for him to go off to distant lands to seek a shadowy fortune. There was a house on the far side of the Warren that Seymour imagined would just suit him.




  "Plenty of glass," he was telling Molly, "so that we shall be able to indulge our mutual hobby for flowers. And the conservatory is between the drawing-room and dining-room, so that it is possible to make a perfect promenade. The place has been kept in the pink of condition. I used to dream of a house like that under the stars."




  Molly lifted a radiant face to her lover's.




  "Didn't you like the life yonder, Tom?" she asked.




  "Well, I did and I didn't. There was a murderous lot in San Francisco. And once or twice I came very low down there, very low down indeed. I didn't tell you that, little girl; because it would only have made you miserable. But I saw some queer company. You shall hear my friend and partner, old Maxwell, tell the story."




  "Partner!" Molly laughed. "It sounds like a great business."




  "No capital and no connection," said Tom. "Maxwell was lucky with the gold that pretty near cost him his life. But he was a man born to adventure. When he comes back from Paris we will get him down here. Now come and see the house."




  Molly agreed, provided that they would be home by luncheon-time. She had promised to call and bring Mary back. Von Wrangel was coming down presently, and the operation was going to take place about 8 o'clock. There was nothing strange about the hour, as Tom seemed to imagine, seeing that Von Wrangel preferred to operate by a strong electric light in preference to the daytime. Mary was very nervous, and it was necessary to do something to distract her mind from the coming trouble.




  "We'll manage to keep her alive this afternoon," Seymour said, cheerfully. "Meanwhile we'll go and make up our minds about that house. Dick is smoking moodily in the morning-room. What is the matter with him to-day?"




  Molly explained. For the first time she told her lover all that she knew concerning Mary and the strange mystery that surrounded the poor blind girl. Seymour listened with the deepest interest. He seemed to have heard something like it before.




  "And so that man actually wanted to put off the operation," he said. "Why?"




  "That is exactly what Dick cannot understand. He said Mr. Spencer was horribly frightened when he heard what was going on. Mind you, he doesn't want his own daughter to see again---at least, he did not want her to see for a long time. He threatened Dick, and then he tried to bribe him. It is the strangest mystery you ever heard of. Mr. Spencer knows all the family at Stanmere; he is quite intimate with the place, and yet in as many words he tells Dick he dare not show his face in the house. That is why he got Dick to promise to bring Mary outside to see him for a few minutes."




  Tom admitted that the circumstances were peculiar.




  "Perhaps the man had committed some crime," he said. "He has done something that he is afraid will be found out. Perhaps there is someone who is in a position to blackmail him. He seems a good man, on the whole."




  "That is just it," Molly said eagerly. "He is a good man or he would not do good things, and Mary would not be so fond of him. And yet it looks as if he were about to behave now with the greatest and most deliberate cruelty."




  Seymour frankly gave up the whole thing. With the cheery optimism of youth he was quite sure that everything would come right in the end. Dick would marry his employer's daughter, and subsequently become proprietor of The Record, after which he would go into Parliament, and he and Molly would be modest people by the side of Dick and his wife.




  "Funny thing how small the world is," he said. "It was Maxwell who told me about the old house we are going to look at on the other side of the Warren. As a boy he used to live there. When he was in England seven years ago he visited his mother there."




  "A queer old lady, who dabbled in speculation," Molly cried. "We used to see her sometimes. But she never encouraged visitors, and so she knew nobody. She used to dress like a Quaker. It was common gossip that she made it impossible for any of her family to live with her. I understand that she died a few weeks ago."




  "Maxwell told me something of this," he said. "His mother liked to see her family sometimes, but not too often. The boys had their own rooms there, which were kept for them and never touched. There is little doubt that the poor old lady was quite mad."




  "And there are some lovely things in the house," Molly said.




  "Exquisite," Tom cried. "Everything is to be sold. There is much that is only lumber, but the old oak and the Chippendale and that class of furniture I shall make an offer for. Come along and see it for yourself. I've got the key in my pocket."




  Molly passed from room to room with a feeling of pure delight. She could not as yet quite grasp her own good fortune. A few days before she had been patiently waiting for her lover to make enough in foreign lands for her to join him. She had been prepared to rough it; she had looked forward to a life of hard work---no great trouble after the weary time in Pant-street. And here was Tom back, quite prosperous, and in a position to take a house such as Molly only permitted herself to dream about in romantic moments. She could imagine the lovely dining-room when she had filled it with flowers.




  "Isn't it exquisite!" she said, rapturously. "That oak sideboard is a dream. Fancy it covered with old silver! And those chairs, Tom! Am I really going to be mistress of a place like this? That peep into the conservatory is a picture in itself. Let us go and ramble all over the house."




  It was the same in most of the rooms. From the window there were glimpses of trim lawns and well-kept flower-beds, with a green fringe of trees beyond.




  "Here is a plain enough room, at any rate," Tom said, presently. "Something severely military about it. This must have been my friend Maxwell's room, because I recognise so many of the framed portraits that he has on the walls. Five or six of these men I know well. If they could all tell their life-stories it would keep Dick going for some time."




  Molly regarded the photographs with a new interest. These were the kind of men who went out to seek their fortunes, and took their lives in their hands in the doing of it. It was men of this class who had built up the British Empire. Molly regarded the grim, determined-looking faces with a look of admiration.




  "So you know most of these men?" she said. "I suppose when Mr. Maxwell came on a flying visit home he left these here. Tom, who is that?"




  Molly raised her voice as she spoke. She indicated a man with a fine-looking, open face and a fringe of beard that looked prematurely grey.




  "I forget his name," Tom said. "I never met him in the flesh, but I know the face, because Maxwell had another copy of that photo in his rooms at 'Frisco. There is a story attached to it that Maxwell would not tell, though I got something of it through a scoundrel of a servant who should have been lynched if he'd had his rights. Why do you ask?"




  Molly turned from the photographs to Tom.




  "I asked," she said, quietly, "because that is our Mary's father, Mr. Spencer. You need not smile; I am quite certain of it. When I tell you that Mary has been in San Francisco you may be disposed to believe that I have not made a mistake."




  But Tom could throw no further light on the mystery at all. On the subject of the origin of that photograph he could say nothing. Maxwell had been very reticent, and he was not at all the kind of man to gratify idle curiosity. The world was a small place, and there was no reason at all why this should not be a portrait of Mary's father. Maxwell would be back in England in a few days now, and then Molly might ask him for herself.




  "Mary has been in San Francisco in recent years I know," Molly said thoughtfully. "They had to leave there hurriedly, like criminals. And I hardly think that your friend Mr. Maxwell was the pursuing Nemesis. At the same time, I fully believe that he could tell us the whole story---indeed, he may help us. If he were not attached to Mr. Spencer he would not have retained two of his photographs."




  "Spoken like a wise little woman," Tom said cheerfully. "Meanwhile, let us think no more of the matter. And it's quite time to fetch Miss Mary."




  Mary was quite ready for her friends. She looked happy and cheerful enough, but her hands were working restlessly, and there was a touch of heightened colour in her cheeks. Lady Stanmere regarded her anxiously. It was an anxious time altogether.




  "Keep her thinking about something else," she said to Molly. "I know that the poor child was awake all night, because I had a bad night myself and heard her. Oh, my dear Molly, if only the next four-and-twenty hours were well over!"




  Molly kissed the speaker affectionately.




  "Herr Von Wrangel will not fail," she said. "He never does. And he would not have been so sanguine had he not felt certain as to the success of his operation. Is he here?"




  But Von Wrangel had not come, nor had any news arrived of him. He was not going to bring a nurse down with him, as Cecilia was quite sufficient.




  "Take Mary away and keep her out of doors," Lady Stanmere concluded. "I have not the youth and strength to dissemble my feelings. I cannot be gay. Keep Mary there, and don't bring her back before half-past seven. Anything to keep her mind off what is coming."




  Mary had almost forgotten her anxieties by the time of her return to Stanmere. For once Dick had failed to carry the situation as he should have done. He was quiet and moody as he walked through the park in the gathering darkness, and Molly was left to make the conversation.




  "I'll come and meet you presently," Tom said. "Meanwhile I'll smoke a cigar in the woods. I only wish that there was something for me to do."




  In woodland paths and dark byways Tom Seymour was quite at home. He finished his cigar and then turned to make his way into the avenue leading up to Stanmere. He walked quietly with the instinct of a man who is accustomed to danger and to whom the snapping of a twig is a serious peril. As he skirted the lawn he became aware that he was no longer alone.




  Two men were before him, two men face to face, and engaged in a bitter quarrel. The one was stern and resolute, the other obviously frightened, in fear of his life, in the last stage of terror.




  Their heads were thrown up in strong relief by the lights gleaming from Stanmere. Seymour could catch words like 'revenge' and 'retaliation,' and the note of deep satisfaction in the voice of one of the two men.




  There was not going to be any serious mischief done. Tom's instinct told him that. The deep, satisfied ring in the voice of the assailant did not point to violence. It was the voice on one who has sought a blood-stained revenge, and who by accident has found the revenge accomplished for him in a far more satisfactory manner. Tom crept back softly.




  As he did so he heard an unmistakable chuckle behind him. Somebody was watching the other two men and deriving great satisfaction from the fact. Tom stepped back further still. Behind the bowl of a tree he struck a match.




  "My friend," he said, "I have lost my way. Can you tell me?"




  "Don't know much about it myself," the other man stammered. "All I can say is---"




  What it was Seymour never knew. The speaker broke off suddenly, looked into Tom's face redly glowing in the light of the match, and then raced off towards the house as if all the horrors of a sudden volcano were upon him.




  XLV --- A FAILURE
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  Von Wrangel came down to Stanmere in a frame of mind calculated to surprise any acquaintance who only knew the lighter side of his nature. It was not that he was afraid of failure or distrusted his powers in the least. He feared something quite different. There was the possibility that something might happen at the last moment to prevent the operation at all.




  A telegram from Spencer was awaiting him. There was no great fear of Spencer appearing in person. And, if he did, Von Wrangel knew how to deal with the matter. But if Mary by any chance saw her father and he suggested a postponement of the operation, she would immediately fall in with his wishes. She had a gentle nature, but she could be firm, if Von Wrangel was any judge of faces.




  "The most extraordinary complication," the little German muttered as he busied himself in his own room. "The man dare not interfere, and the only one who has a right to is far away by this time. And here is Lady Stanmere as much in the dark as anyone else. Nobody knows the truth but Martlett and myself, and I guessed it. I dare say I shall get myself into a fine mess when the business is finished, but I can't help that. As to the girl, she will behave like a brick. I shall be glad when the next hour is over."




  Dinner was not thought of at Stanmere to-night. Even the servants' hall had nothing else to speak of but the forthcoming operation. In the dining-room Von Wrangel had a chop and a very small glass of claret and water. Lady Stanmere watched him with a pretence of eating that would not have deceived the smallest child.




  "You are quite sure that you are ready," Lady Stanmere asked.




  "My dear lady the question is superfluous," Von Wrangel said. "You have asked it at regular, not to say monotonous, intervals of ten minutes. Please try another. Ask me, for instance, if I have any doubt as to the success of the operation."




  "Well, have you?" Lady Stanmere suggested innocently.




  Von Wrangel rubbed his hair till it resembled a mop. He would be cool enough when the time came, but he was very nervous now.




  "Not the slightest," he said. "I stake my reputation upon it. It is a moral certainty."




  "And yet your hands are trembling worse than my own," Lady Stanmere murmured.




  "Of course they are. That is eagerness to begin, the wild desire to be at work once more. And what do you suppose I have been doing all day? Why, I have performed two exactly similar operations like Miss Mary's, both with equal success. I go to one of the hospitals; I disclose my identity and ask for an operation; they welcome me with open arms. I am quite successful."




  "Oh, I am glad to hear that. And yet your hand---"




  "Never mind my hand. Look here. Suppose your eyes are affected. I take the pencil. So."




  He took a pencil from the table and just touched the pupil of Lady Stanmere's eye. The touch was so firm, and yet so quick that she hardly blinked.




  "There," he cried. "What do you think of that? No other hand in England could have done the same thing. But my patient should be here by this time. It is getting quite dark."




  Von Wrangel fidgetted about restlessly; he had good reason for so doing. So long as Mary was under his personal supervision he felt master of the situation. But all through the business there had been the most irritating interruptions, the constant changing of the situation. Spencer was an unknown factor, who might come on the scene at any moment. Spencer would have prevented the operation. Von Wrangel knew why and what the reason was. But that made no difference to him. He had made up his mind in his headstrong way to go through with the thing, and not even a royal command would have changed him from the determination. It was all a matter of time. And Mary had not come back yet.




  He met the little party presently on the terrace. He grasped Mary by the arm and hurried her into the house almost rudely. Von Wrangel in a temper was a new light to them. They had never seen anything of the kind in the little German before.




  "Gently, gently," Dick expostulated. "If you are out of temper---"




  "I am in the vilest rage in the world," Von Wrangel cried. "Say another word to me, you Dick, and I shall assault you violently. My patient ought to have been back long ago. Now that she is in the house she is entirely in my hands."




  Dick drew the irate speaker a little on one side.




  "Spencer is somewhere here," he whispered. "He can't come to the house, he says."




  "Excellent!" Von Wrangel grunted. "He can't come to the house, which is capital. He knows what is going to take place because you told him. I daresay I should have told him myself under similar circumstances, but you were a fool all the same. And so the anxious father has crept down to have a few private words with the child before I begin, eh?"




  "That's what I gather," Dick replied.




  "Then he is not going to do anything of the kind. You can pursue what you call a policy of masterly inactivity, or you can go out and tell him, just as you please. The patient is mine now, and I am going to operate. I am not afraid of Spencer, for reasons that will be seen presently. And when those reasons are made plain, my young friend, you are going to get the surprise of your life. Go out and tell the man it is too late for him to see his daughter."




  Dick hesitated. He had never seen Von Wrangel in this masterful mood before. At any rate he had made a promise, and it was his duty to tell Mr. Spencer that he was not in a position to keep it. He passed out on to the dark terrace. He could see nothing for a moment, and then the sound of voices fell on his ear. The blinds in the library were not yet down, and in a band of light two men were talking earnestly, the one protesting, the other fiercely angry.




  Dick rubbed his eyes in astonishment. There were Spencer and the other man, like two people 'taken' on the same photographic film---Spencer and the man who had so maltreated him in Cambria Square on the eventful night of Dick's introduction to the mystery.




  From the broad band of light falling on Spencer's face, it was evident that he was just as terribly frightened as he had been on the previous occasion. In a dull way his white face was turned upon his companion. Dick heard a few words as he crept away as silently as he had come. Evidently Spencer had not the slightest desire to see his daughter any more. The other man had defied him to do so. There was no violence going to be done, for the other man was too full of triumph for that.




  Dick turned away with a deeper feeling of mystery than ever. Who was the other man? Even if he had solved that question he would have been as much in the dark as ever. Perhaps Von Wrangel would be able to throw some light on the subject.




  But Von Wrangel had something else to do. He drove Dick from the library with contemptuous, not to say insulting words; he seemed only able to tolerate the presence of Nurse Cecilia just now. The latter was moving about the room setting things in order, a brilliant light lay on the table which had been affixed to one of the standard lamps by a long flex. An operating table had been improvised out of a long invalid chair.




  Von Wrangel held a thin needle-like knife in his hand. The blade was nearly as fine as a hair and brittle as glass. He gave a gesture of impatience as he took the lance from its case.




  "I ought to have three of those," he said. "But I find that two are broken. And they cost me eight pounds each in London to-day. They are the most perfect specimens of cutlery in the world, and now two of them are useless."




  "Can you manage without them?" Cecilia asked.




  "I can do with one, of course. But they are so delicate that an accident might spoil everything. If I laid them carelessly on a chair for instance. I shall have to operate on your eyes, too. They are red. Is it weakness or tears?"




  "Tears," Cecilia said, half defiantly. "My husband has been here again, it is weakness, but there are times when I cannot help it. I ought not to mention it just now, but---"




  "But I asked you a plain question. I shall know how to deal with that man presently. I hope you did not give him any money. Now, go and bring in the patient."




  The thing had begun at length. Mary lay at full length on the couch with her face to the light. All Von Wrangel's irritation had vanished now; he was quiet and gentle, his hand steady and true as steel. He had his hand on the patient's pulse.




  "That is right," he said. "You are not nervous now. All you have to do is to lie perfectly still, and I shall give you no more pain than a pin prick. Brave girl. Did you feel that?"




  "Not more than a touch of a needle point," Mary whispered.




  "And yet the thing is nearly half done. It looks so ridiculously easy, and yet the breadth of a hair makes all the difference. What's that?"




  Von Wrangel started nervously, and the delicate lance fell on the carpet. The man's nerves and eyes and brain were strung to the highest tension; the noise of a cry, followed by a smashing of glass, as if a whole greenhouse had collapsed, threw him entirely off his balance. With a stifled exclamation he picked up his lance and showed it to Cecilia.




  "I have forgotten something," he said, quietly. His face was as dark as night, there were beads on his forehead. "Come this way for a moment, nurse. Lie still, my patient."




  He drew Cecilia hurriedly out. The sound of smashing glass echoed through the house. The expression on Von Wrangel's face was not good to see.




  "I have partially failed," he said hoarsely. "One eye is a success, but it is useless without the help and sympathy of the other. Another moment and the thing would have been accomplished. For Heaven's sake tell your patient that I cannot go any further to-night, that we must wait a day two, that I am perfectly satisfied, anything to comfort her."




  "I shall be able to manage it," Cecilia said quietly. "Perhaps to-morrow."




  "Aye, to-morrow. And now to see what all that infernal din was about. And if anybody wants to know where I am, I had to go to London. To-morrow night at the same time nurse. And see that you don't mention it to a soul."




  XLVI --- IN TROUBLE
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  There are few things more pitiable than a scoundrel out of luck. He is the scorn of all God-fearing people; he may swagger and bully as much as he likes, but there is ever the consciousness of the gulf between himself and an honest man. All his cunning tricks and dodges have failed; his so-called friends have fallen upon him; the policemen as he slinks by mark him with a cold eye that makes a note as he passes.




  For the moment Horace Venner had fallen very low indeed. He had to button his absurdly showy coat across his chest to conceal the want of a vest beneath. There was a dinginess about his linen that told its own tale of nights spent on open seats and toilettes performed mostly by the aid of his ten dirty fingers.




  To add zest to existence the police were after him. He was perilously near to absolute starvation, his limbs shook oddly and his eyes were misty. And yet with all this struggle to keep body and soul together, Venner hugged to his breast a secret worth thousands. If he could only find the right man, he might be swaggering about in those blazing, blaring restaurants and served with the best by patient waiters. If he could only find that one man in London. He was like one who was starving in the desert and suddenly stumbles on a gold mine.




  He had been very near that man more than once. On one occasion he thought he had found him, but he had only got a thrashing for his pains instead. It was maddening. There he was actually in want of a meal whilst those thousands---




  He would go back to Stanmere. The police would not take the trouble to look for him there again. And his wife might be good for something. For the first time in his career Venner was reduced to the tricks of the road. He got a meal or two that way, and a shilling or two from a cynical philanthropist who was not in the least deceived by Venner's glib falsehood. If his wife would not give him a few pounds he would know the reason why.




  But not again. Cecilia was quite firm. If Venner called upon Mr. Martlett he would be sent to Australia and his passage paid, with a few shillings for the voyage and a further ten pounds as his annuity, but not a penny would Cecilia part with. Venner urged and stormed and swore; he even threatened, but nothing seemed to shake the resolution on that pale, white face.




  "I have finished with you," Cecilia said, quietly. "You will get nothing further out of me. Here are two shillings to pay your fare back to London. If you raise your hand to me again like that I will set the dogs on you."




  Venner growled something, and so did the retriever dog by Cecilia's side. In the woman's purse were gold pieces that gleamed and glistened. They meant food and warmth and shelter and such vulgar dissipations as Venner's soul loved.




  "You no longer care for me," he whined.




  "Care for you!" Cecilia cried. "If I heard of your death to-day I should go down on my knees and thank God for His infinite mercy. Fool that I was to imagine that I could make a better man of you! There is contamination in all you touch. If you had never come to Stanmere as a body servant to the young men what misery might have been saved! You owe everything to the family at Stanmere, and yet if you could find the one to whom you owe the most you would try to ruin him. But he is beyond your reach."




  Cecilia turned away with her skirts held high, as if fearful of contamination. She had never beaten her worthless husband quite so low as this before. He felt himself aggrieved, there were tears of maudlin self-pity in his eyes. He found a woodside public-house, where he ate a meal of sorts and talked like a landed proprietor, and at dusk made his way to the station. He had his pride still, and he had no fancy to be detected in Stanmere without a vest. And there was an hour to wait at the station. There was a train in from London first; it crept in presently, and Venner curiously watched the faces of the few passengers by the light of the two flickering oil lamps on the platform.




  Venner's languid curiosity received a sudden stimulus. From a first-class carriage almost in front of him a tall, handsome man with a grey beard alighted. Hardly had he passed the barriers before another, identically like the first one, but more shabbily dressed, leapt from the train and followed his prototype into outer darkness.




  Venner rubbed his eyes in amazement. He was trembling from head to foot with a sudden triumph; he felt almost physically sick with it. His head was spinning with the shock of a great discovery.




  "It's my man," he muttered. "The first was my man; and I should have let him go, thinking it was Mr. Stephen, if Stephen himself hadn't popped out like that. I've been deceived, that's what's the matter with me; cruelly deceived. I see it all now."




  He must have seen very brilliantly, for he had to press his hands to his eyes to shut out the dazzling vision. A porter with gruff sympathy asked if anything was the matter. Venner pulled himself together and staggered to his feet.




  "Left my money behind me, and haven't any left for a ticket," he said. "I'll have to go back and return by the next train. Unless you could manage---"




  "No," the porter said, shortly, "I couldn't."




  Venner went off chuckling. His limbs were still shaky and uncertain, but he had forgotten his hunger and that insatiable thirst for liquid refreshment now. By mere accident he had found what he had been looking for for years. By a still greater chance he had penetrated the mystery that had puzzled him. He felt hot and indignant as he thought of the lost opportunities.




  But he knew everything now. He knew that one of those men was following the other, and that the destination of the two was Stanmere. Well, he would follow in his turn. He might hear something useful. The prosperous one would stay at Stanmere; he would be certain to return by a later train, and Venner would follow. In his mind's eye he saw himself comfortably housed to-night, feasted upon game and champagne, with brandy and choice cigars to follow. To-morrow he would go to a tailor and hold up his head once more.




  Yes, those two men were going to Stanmere right enough. One was dogging the other without a doubt, and Venner proceeded to dog the two. What could they be after, seeing that neither of them made any attempt to gain the house? Not that it mattered in the least to Venner so long as he did not lose sight of his quarry.




  They were both in the grounds now, on the terrace, watching something that was going on in the house. Venner secreted himself behind a tree with his back to it. He wanted to be quite sure that there were not depths and complications yet that he had not been able to fathom. If he could only learn what those men were saying he would be safe.




  He heard at length, enough and more than enough. There was no longer any doubt now as to which was his man. Venner knew everything in the light of recent experiences; he even gathered what was going to take place in the library at Stanmere.




  "And so that is the way I was fooled," he muttered. "The very man I wanted has passed and repassed me when I was pretty nigh starving! It makes me almost weep to think of it all. All the time I might have been in West End chambers, with a man of my own and a private hansom and a good banking account behind me. But it was clever, and no mistake about that; very clever. And I'll bet that old fox Martlett was at the bottom of it."




  Venner chuckled a little more loudly than was quite prudent. It seemed to him that he could hear a quiet footstep close by. Was it possible that the police---then a match flared out, and Venner caught sight of a face and a pair of dark eyes looking into his with a cool measure of surprise and an unmistakable recognition.




  Venner's heart suddenly sank into his boots. Here was the whole fabric shattered like a cloud before a gale. Here, too, was a danger so great that the mere idea of facing it was out of the question. Venner put his head down and fled---fled in such terror that he had not the slightest idea where he was going. He could hear the flash of footsteps behind, and they were gaining upon him.




  "What luck," he sobbed; "what cruel, cruel luck! Oh, Mr. Tom Seymour, if I was only on top of you in some quiet spot with a knife in my hand!"




  Alas! for the immutability of human wishes; instead of this, Tom Seymour was close behind and running with the ease and speed of a trained athlete. On and on Venner struggled, sobbing and struggling for breath, something full of dim luminous light rose before his tired eyes. There was a tremendous clash and clatter of falling glass, and the hunted man was on his back in a small conservatory with Seymour standing over him.




  "Not much damage done," Seymour said, as he surveyed his fallen foe by the electric light. "A little cut about the face, but no more."




  "I should like to know what this means, sir," a quiet, respectful voice asked.




  Goss stood in the doorway, quiet, respectful and unruffled. He seemed to recognise Venner as one does undesirable vermin that is unfortunately impossible to be without.




  "I have made a capture," Seymour said coolly. "I regret the damage, and I sincerely hope that Lady Stanmere has not been alarmed. I am staying with my friend, Mr. Stephenson, at Shepherd's Spring. If Herr Von Wrangel will step this way when he has a moment or two to spare I shall feel obliged. Meantime, you can leave this fellow to me. For the sake of the house, it will be better not to make a fuss. I think you understand me?"




  "Perfectly," Goss said, quietly. "It shall be as you please; and if you can rid us permanently of that rascal you will be doing the house a great service."




  Goss went off calmly, as if a catastrophe of this kind was quite in accordance with proprieties. He would have said himself that Mr. Seymour was a stranger to him, but that he always knew a gentleman when he saw one. Seymour looked at this sorry capture.




  "Well, Venner," he said, "this is a bit of hard luck for you."




  "It's cruel," Venner whined. "I fancied to-day wouldn't be bad, but it has been; and just when everything was turning out so rosy! It's very hard, Mr. Seymour, sir---very hard. If you wouldn't mind telling me, what are you going to do with me?"




  "Well, it's not exactly my funeral, as we used to say out yonder. Take you to London and lay an information against you for robbery and fraud. By that means, you see, the police would hold you by the heels till the necessary papers arrived to support a more serious charge. After that I could safely leave you in the hands of my friend, Mr. Maxwell."




  Venner stood there nervously grinding the palms of his hands together. They were wet and hot, and the grimy drops rolled off them. Something was working up and down in the man's throat with the regularity of a steam engine. He had the dazed blue look of the condemned criminal on his way to the scaffold. Venner was pretty nearly past all feeling now.




  "If you would give me another chance, sir," he whispered.




  "Not an inch! A real, full-blooded scoundrel I can do with. There is hope for him; indeed, I have known more than one resolve himself into a respectable member of society. But you are one of the pests of humanity. If you came into a million of money to-morrow you would be as great a rascal as ever. I am going to see you handed over to the police."




  "When Mr. Maxwell comes back from America, sir---"




  The door opened and Von Wrangel came in. He was still white and trembling with the passion caused by the failure of his operation. But there was just the flicker of a smile in his eye as he caught sight of Venner standing there.




  "You seem to know this man, Mr. Seymour," said he. "So this is the secret of that din just now, the din that caused me to---but do you know him?"




  "I know enough to hang him," Seymour said, crisply.




  Von Wrangel's eyes glistened.




  "Good!" he cried. "I am glad to hear it. Let him be hanged by all means. Only, if you would do the family a signal service, let the lawyer, Mr. Martlett, see him first. Afterwards, the interesting ceremony may proceed without delay. You will go up to London by the last train, and I shall come along. The night's work is not going to be so unsuccessful after all."




  XLVII --- NOT QUITE A FAILURE AFTER ALL
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  Von Wrangel had flung down his instrument in a passionate rage. He was occasionally given to childish fits of anger of that kind, as men with the artistic temperament often are. Not that he had absolutely failed; indeed, so far as he had gone, he had no reason to be dissatisfied with the result of his experiment.




  But a sheer accident had deprived him of the chance of finishing it. Also he had positively promised Mary that she should see as well as anybody else again. And Von Wrangel shrank from giving pain outside the necessary pain that surrounds his profession.




  How would Mary take it? he wondered. Under the circumstances of the case it was far better that she should be left to the tender care of Nurse Cecilia. Von Wrangel hurried out of the room, resolved to return presently when his presence would be more desirable.




  Mary remained lying as she was for a few minutes. She had got herself well in hand now. She had been patient so many years that an hour or two made little difference. She wondered vaguely what that crash of glass meant, and why both doctor and nurse had hurried from the room. Cecilia came back presently outwardly calm, but greatly agitated and disappointed. Like Von Wrangel, she had set her heart upon the success of the operation.




  "What does it all mean?" Mary asked.




  "Possibly one of the cattle has strayed into the grounds and blundered into the conservatory," Cecilia said. "Goss seems to have taken the matter in hand. Miss Mary, I am afraid that we cannot go any further with the operation to-night."




  "You don't mean to say," Mary faltered, "that---"




  "Oh, no, no!" Cecilia cried. "The doctor was operating with some very delicate instruments when the crash came, and he dropped it, and the point was broken, and he hasn't got another one. I have never seen a doctor in such a rage before."




  A faint smile crossed Mary's lips.




  "I can imagine Herr Von Wrangel," she said. "But it is all right if he is angry. If there was any chance of failure, he would be one of the first to show it. What shall you do?"




  "I shall put a bandage over the eye that has been operated upon, and you are on no account to remove it. And if you are wise you will go straight to bed."




  Mary complied with the suggestion in her sweet, uncomplaining way. She seemed tired and exhausted now, for the strain and suspense were a little greater than she had expected. Von Wrangel, with a queer bright alertness on his face, was waiting for Cecilia when she came down.




  "What did you tell her?" he asked eagerly.




  "I told her exactly the truth," Cecilia replied. "It seemed to me far best, and she is such a lovely patient. She was not in the least frightened or cast down, and she looks forward to the next time. If I did not do right, sir---"




  "You did exactly right," Von Wrangel said. "You are a pearl among women. If it had not been for that most unfortunate business in the conservatory---but never mind that. I am going to town by the last train on most important business. I am going to open more sets of eyes than one. Let Lady Stanmere know that I shall be back at mid-day to-morrow, and don't say a word as to our next venture. Good-night."




  Von Wrangel bustled off in his quick fashion, and was seen no more. But according to his promise, he came down the following day with the air of one who has accomplished great things. Lady Stanmere awaited him in the drawing-room.




  "Where is the patient?" he demanded.




  Lady Stanmere replied that the patient was in bed, and had no intention of getting up till dinner time. She had thought it best to keep the girl quiet, and even the young people from Shepherd's Spring had been denied admission. Von Wrangel rubbed his hands approvingly.




  "That is right," he said. "Couldn't be better. I meant to operate again to-day, but my new lance has not come from the makers yet, so it must be to-morrow instead."




  "WILL the next experiment be successful?" Lady Stanmere asked, with a steady look. "Are you sure?"




  "There is no experiment," Von Wrangel said. "Would I EXPERIMENT on such a lovely pair of eyes as those? I tell you I am certain. But for that---that cow blundering into the conservatory and the breaking of my lance. But you will see what you will see to-morrow."




  "I don't understand what happened," Lady Stanmere said.




  "It was a simple accident. I had three of those lances. They are as fine as the hair of your head. Two of them got broken, and when the noise came I dropped the third and broke that. The place I had to touch was so minute that the most dainty instrument was required. For years I have tried to find that spot; nobody else has found it. There is the smallest contraction of the muscles from weakness; a touch, and the contraction has gone. But, my word, what a touch it requires! So there is the story of the operation, and why it failed. Lady Stanmere, I do not regret it."




  Von Wrangel walked excitedly up and down the room, a fine contrast to the still grey figure patiently knitting. He seemed wildly excited about something.




  "I shall bring back sight to those eyes," he said. "I shall bring back sight to other eyes too. The cloud is rolling away, the cloud is going. Ah, Ah!"




  Lady Stanmere listened calmly. She was quite used to these outbursts from a man who would waste his time over a butterfly or cheerfully take over the administration of a kingdom. The man was ever sanguine, the doer of great things in a dream.




  "Hadn't you better see your patient?" she suggested.




  Von Wrangel came tumbling down to earth again.




  "I will do so," he cried. "A practical idea of yours. A few hours and the condition of everything will be changed. Permit me to kiss your hand."




  Von Wrangel went upstairs in the highest spirits. He found Mary propped up on bed with Cecilia reading to her. She heard his step and smiled as he came in. On the whole, the girl was taking her disappointment in a really beautiful manner.




  "Now there is a patient for you," Von Wrangel cried. "The best in the world and a model to all others. Let me have a look at that one eye."




  He removed the bandage as gently as a woman could have done. Then he spread out his hand close to the blue pupil and expanded his fingers.




  "You imagine that you see something," he suggested.




  "Is it imagination?" Mary asked. "I seemed to see in a dim kind of way, a long thin hand with some deep red freckles on the back, and there was a signet ring on the little finger with a purple stone in it. Now it has all gone again, but it was quite distinct."




  Von Wrangel smiled as he replaced the bandage. There were red freckles on his hands and his little finger most certainly carried a signet with a purple stone.




  "Quite right," he said in what he fondly imagined to be a professional voice. "It was my hand that you saw just now. Really, the thing has turned out better than I expected. But you are not to use that eye till the other has been operated upon, because that would be dangerous. What did I tell you? Ah, this is going to be a splendid case."




  Mary lay back on the pillow crying quietly. Von Wrangel nodded approvingly. Those gentle tears would do the girl good, and he had partially feared a more violent outburst. He drew the nurse gently from the room, his own eyes suspiciously moist.




  "Leave her to herself," he said. "Leave her to herself as much as possible. A nature like hers does not need a lot of people fussing about her. She is quiet and devotional, and she has herself well in hand. Go in occasionally and ask her if she wants anything, but nothing more. That poor girl's thoughts are and will be too near Heaven for us to intrude upon them."




  Cecilia nodded. She had no words for the moment.




  "I am sure you are right," she contrived to say at length. "Oh, what a great doctor you are, Herr Von Wrangel, what a great doctor!"




  "Great fool," the German growled. "If you only knew what a fool!"




  But he had plumbed the depths of Mary's thoughts exactly. She desired nothing better than to be alone. She was very near Heaven at that moment. Her spirit seemed to be raised up and glorified. For hours she lay there thinking of the past and the future. Cecilia came in from time to time, but Mary wanted nothing. She was thinking of the delight of the beautiful world again, of what her father would say when she could look into his face once more.




  They were dining downstairs and the house was very quiet. If her father could be near her now. . . . She seemed to hear his footsteps and his voice calling her. . . . With a strange dreamy impulse upon her she got out of bed and felt her way to the door. She was certain that she could hear somebody in the corridor, it sounded in her ears like her father's steps.




  Just as she was she ventured into the corridor. She tripped over some hangings and clutched at the air for support. The bandage dropped from her eyes, and just for a moment she had a vision of the old corridor, the old pictures, the gleam of the electrics on oak and sliver, and a little way off a man in a grey suit, with a red tie and white spats over his patent leather boots. The broad forehead and the melancholy eyes, the grey beard, were familiar to her. It was her father, not the harsh-faced man that she used to know, but her father's face chastened by sorrow, and rendered soft, by the passing of time.




  "Father!" Mary cried. "Father! you have come to me! Let me look---" The figure gave a cry and vanished. There was a murmur of voices in the hall, the rustle of Cecilia's skirts as she flew upstairs. Mary stood there in the white gown and with the fair hair over her shoulders, the bandage in her hand.




  "How could you!" Cecilia cried, as she replaced the bandage, hurriedly. "How could you, Miss Mary! Come back to your room at once."




  Mary followed without protest. She was crying quietly.




  "I heard my father's step and his voice calling," she said. "And I saw him, Cecilia. I never knew what a noble face he had till now."
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  Spencer stood there cowering fearfully, as if waiting for a blow. He seemed to have shrunk smaller, he looked greyer and prematurely aged. His attitude was that of the patient, despairing wife who knows what it is to feel the weight of her master's hand, and suffers uncomplainingly. The other man laughed with bitter contempt.




  "Well, what do you think of yourself, my brother?" he asked.




  Spencer said nothing. He looked up to the woods behind Stanmere, and then back the long facade of the house again. How many years, centuries ago, was it that he was a happy boy there? And the man by his side, the man whom he held in such dreadful fear, had shared his joys and sorrows. There was something unreal about the whole thing.




  "I have done you no real harm," Spencer said at length. His eyes were turned now with a fascinated interest on the library window. "You have not suffered through me."




  "That is a lie. Why palter in this way? I meant to have your life once. Mine was forfeit, and I said that yours should be, too. But there is a better revenge than that. If I killed you there would be an end of the matter, but my revenge is going to last as long as you last. Why did you come down to-night! Tell me that?"




  "I came down to see Mary, and---and---"




  "Prevent, this operation. Shall I tell you why?"




  Silence on the part of Spencer. The respected philanthropist looked very small and mean now. A spectator would have picked out the other man as the better of the two.




  "I found it all out by accident," Stephen went on. "I was in trouble---you know what trouble, it was partly my own fault, but that has nothing to do with it. I managed to get to our friend Von Wrangel's rooms, and there I saw a telegram. I knew that the girl was going to recover her sight, and I knew you would try and prevent it."




  "No, no," Spencer cried. "Only to postpone it for a little time."




  "And so on, ad infinitum. You know that you dare not permit it. I felt that you would come down here in this fashion, and I watched you. You haven't got that smart young fellow Dick Stevenson to help you this time. They seem to be busy over yonder. It is good to feel that by now that poor girl can see."




  There was no feeling of sympathy in the words, nothing more than a certain savage satisfaction. Spencer could think of no personal justification. The other man shook him savagely.




  "Do you hear?" he went on. "Oh, you need not be afraid for your cowardly life. I have better uses for you than that. The girl can see, my brother. She will see you, for instance. She is very fond of you; she regards you as a prince among men. And when she sees you with open eyes---"




  "You are a fiend!" Spencer cried; "a perfect fiend. If you only knew---"




  "Pshaw! I know more than you imagine---there's somebody listening. What was that?"




  A kind of chuckle, ending in a cry of fear. Somebody dashed headlong across the terrace and past the line of light thrown by the windows, and immediately a second figure flashed along in hot pursuit of the first.




  "If that is any game of yours," Stephen said, fiercely, "I'll take good care---"




  "No, no," Spencer cried; "I swear I am as much in the dark as you are."




  Stephen grunted something inarticulate. There was no doubting the evident sincerity of Spencer's words. He was looking towards the flying figures open-mouthed. Once more Stephen shook him savagely.




  "You know something about it," he said.




  "Only what I can guess. We were both being watched, watched by the last man in the world that I desired to meet. Now that he has seen us both together all my sacrifice will be in vain."




  "Who on earth are you talking about?" Stephen demanded.




  "Venner," Spencer replied. "That was Horace Venner."




  "Your old valet and fidus Achates. So he has got hold of some scent and was blackmailing you. Or he would have done so if he had found you. I begin to see day-light. Hullo!"




  Then came the sudden smash of glass and a frightened kind of cry from somewhere. With a feeling of curiosity Stephen Gay hurried forward. There were passions and emotions at play here, and that kind of thing appealed to him. Spencer was forgotten. He might have placed the darkness between himself and his antagonist.




  But he could not leave here yet. He had been prevented from interfering, the precious moment had been lost, and by this time the finest operator in Europe had done his work, and done it well. Spencer must know before he returned to London.




  From the second terror he could not escape now. Venner knew where he lived and the trick by which he had been deceived before. It was useless to fly home, seeing that that home was no longer sacred. And Venner was not far off. Venner had learnt something to-night that had been carefully and cunningly concealed from him for years.




  The whole thing must came out now, the secret be revealed. But from the first that had always been inevitable. If only it could have been postponed for a few weeks longer! And what would Mary say when she knew everything?




  A feeling of sullen despair had come over Spencer. Nothing seemed to matter now. Mechanically he followed in the footsteps of Stephen towards the house. He could see the broken glass of the conservatory, he could hear Venner's whining tones. Nobody could whine and fawn better than Venner when he pleased. The rascal had evidently met somebody that he was afraid of.




  Then there came the quiet, staccato tones of Von Wrangel. There was no suggestion of boyish triumph in his voice as there would have been had the operation been successful. Perhaps something had taken place to prevent it. With all his heart Spencer longed to know the truth. He had been hanging like a tramp about Stanmere when he had every right to be an honoured guest there. But he must satisfy himself. Stephen Gay came looming out of the darkness.




  "Your luck again," he said savagely. "It has been a failure."




  "You don't mean to say," Spencer gasped, "that---that---"




  He paused, unable to proceed. His face was terribly agitated.




  "I admit your affection for the child," Gay went on; "under ordinary circumstances nobody would be more glad for the poor girl to get back her sight again. The failure has been temporary. The man you have every cause to fear has brought it about. I have been in the house."




  "You have been in the house?" Spencer asked in a dreary voice.




  "Well, why not? I have been in the house; I have heard everything worth knowing. Von Wrangel failed in consequence of the breaking of a very delicate instrument he was using, and he had not another one in the house. Therefore the operation is postponed. The noise of that smashing glass disturbed our German friend; hence the trouble. It was Venner blundering into one of the conservatories."




  Here was a respite. Spencer breathed more freely. Deep down in his heart he was execrating himself, but the fact remained that he was breathing more easily.




  "Why did Venner do that?" he asked.




  "That I can't tell you. The other fellow who was after him seems to be quite at home at Stanmere. By some means known to himself he has reduced Venner to a pitiable state of grovelling terror. But that part of the business does not interest me in the least. The fact remains that the operation is put off, and I don't mean to give you a chance to interfere. Come along."




  Spencer found breath to ask where they were going. Gay laughed.




  "We are going to London," he said. "For the present I have neither a local habitation nor a name. I am Mr. Nemo, and there are people literally thirsting for my blood. It sounds a little like a boy's penny novelette, but I know how horribly true it is. Under ordinary circumstances I should have left London by this time, but not now till I have seen this through. My dear brother, I crave your hospitality for a day or two."




  "It---it is quite impossible," Spencer stammered.




  "Not a bit if it. You have palatial quarters in Cambria Square, and I shall be safe there. They will never think of looking for me so near yourself. Kant will make me comfortable."




  "Kant has gone for a few days' holiday."




  "Well, that makes no difference. We shall be quite comfortable there. What! you grudge a few days' shelter and food to your one and only brother? Come along."




  The savage pleasantry of the words did not disguise the threat underlying them. With a weary sigh Spencer turned and followed. Across the park they went and out by the lodge gates without a word. It had been years since they were together before; perhaps they were thinking of the time when they had been friends and comrades, planning many a day's mischief, and dreaming nothing of the dark days to come. In the station they stood back from the feeble flare of the oil lamps, for neither desired to be recognised. As the train came in, three other passengers appeared. As they apparently had nothing to conceal, they stood where the lights fell upon them.




  "The dark young man accompanied by Von Wrangel and Horace Venner," Gay muttered. "The first two very grim with a fighting look in their eyes, and Venner, looking like the caged criminal in a manner that would make his fortune on any stage. Did you ever see a more perfect picture of a man in custody?"




  "They must not see us," Spencer said, anxiously.




  But Von Wrangel and his companion were too intent upon the business in hand to care about anybody else. As soon as the train entered the station Venner was bundled into a third-class carriage, and the watchers followed a few coaches lower down. At Victoria a four-wheeled cab was called. In the press of passengers Gay got near enough to hear the address.




  "They are going to Lincoln's Inn," he confided to Spencer. "Depend upon it that old fox Martlett is at the bottom of the business. I think we'd better have a cab, too. London streets after dark are dangerous to my health at present. Come along."




  It was late when Cambria Square was reached and the servants had retired. Gay looked about him curiously as if the place was familiar to him. There was a queer, hard smile on his face as he turned from one object of art to another.




  "You have done the thing very well," he said. "You are as artistic as the amateur who blacked himself all over to play Othello. So you have got about you all the lares and penates that belonged to me in the days of my meteoric prosperity? That was a happy thought."




  There was bitter satire in the speech, an undercurrent of savageness that caused Spencer to wriggle and twist on his chair. He looked unspeakably small and humble now, and not in the least like a master of fortunes. He had no reply; there was nothing to be said, only to endure the silence.




  "How long," he said at length, "how long---"




  "Am I going to stay? With your fine hospitable instincts, that must be an exceedingly painful question to ask; but, of course, it was dictated by a desire for my welfare. To be perfectly candid, I don't know how long I shall stay. I shall be here till after that operation has been successfully performed. After that I should dearly like to be present when you and Mary meet. But even so model a specimen of humanity as myself cannot have all the pleasure, so I shall forego that one with Christian resignation."




  Stephen Gay rolled back in his chair, laughing silently. The abject misery of his brother's face amused him. If the man ever had a heart it had been cankered away long ago. He sat laughing there with his cheeks shaking and the tears in his eyes.




  "Where is your boasted hospitality?" he cried. "I have not the least desire to eat your salt, not being partial to that class of diet; but I confess to a certain curiosity on the subject of your whisky and cigars. A delicate hint like that, my dear Paul---"




  Spencer placed cigars and spirits on the table. He made no effort to control himself; his misery had got him down and was sitting on him. He had found an old man of the sea, and he wondered how long the incubus would be on his shoulders. Gay seemed to divine his thoughts, for he laughed once more in that unpleasant, silent manner.




  "You had better ask Von Wrangel," he said. "I stay here till that is well over. And if you try and play me false I'll kill you. To think that a man who keeps whisky and cigars like this should be at heart so great a villain!"
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  Gay was making himself quite at home. There was no trouble about the servants. They had merely been informed that their master's brother had arrived unexpectedly, and there was an end of it. As to the secret of the household, Kant was the only one of the domestics who knew anything, and the striking resemblance between Gay and his unhappy host was too apparent to cause speculation.




  There was no trouble about wardrobe, seeing that the brothers were so alike in figure as well as face. As Stephen appeared when he came down to breakfast the following morning he might have been fresh from the hands of a Bond street tailor. His grey lounge suit fitted him to perfection, his linen was glossy and immaculate, he approved of his host's razor.




  "Wonderful what a difference clothes make," he said. "I feel an air of respectability that has not been set on me for years. I feel like a county magistrate. No coffee, thanks. A little brandy and soda-water. You looked shocked. But then you are a man of domestic virtues."




  Spencer moved in his chair uneasily.




  "What do you propose to do with yourself?" he asked.




  "Je suis, je reste. For the rest nothing. I am safe here, which is more than I can say of the outer air, and so long as I have plenty to read and smoke, I am quite content. For the next four and twenty hours I can suffer you out of my sight; after that I shall have to consider my position. If the counting-house requires attention, don't let me stand in the way."




  Here was a respite at any rate. It might even be possible to go as far as Stanmere and see Mary. But that would be better done in the evening when the family were at dinner. In the first place it would be necessary to find Martlett and gather whether he knew anything of the mysterious events of the previous evening in which Venner had played so strange a part. There might just be a possibility of getting rid of that rascal altogether. Spencer's breath came a little faster as he dwelt upon the desirable circumstance. If only it might be!




  At any rate, it looked as if Venner was safe for the present. He had evidently been more or less in custody the previous evening with captors who had no idea of losing him. In a frame of comparative curiosity Spencer went to Lincoln's Inn, but he was destined to hear nothing there beyond the fact that Mr. Martlett had gone to Paris.




  A little disappointed, Spencer went back to Cambria Square. He must know a little more of what had taken place at Stanmere last night. A telegram to Dick Stevenson would bring that about. Then Spencer went back home and waited.




  Dick came later in the afternoon. A heavy luncheon with more wine than was good for most people had left Gay cross and inclined to be quarrelsome. Finally he had fallen asleep on the sofa in the morning-room, where he looked like staying. What a handsome face it was still, Spencer thought, despite the marks of dissipation and hard living.




  Dick's bright cheerful features were not without their effect on Spencer. Dick had a good deal to say, but he was a little guarded in his manner. He had not forgotten his last interview with his employer, and the recollection of it still rankled.




  "Where is Von Wrangel?" Spencer asked.




  "I haven't the remotest idea, sir," Dick replied. "All sorts of mysterious things seem to be continually happening at Stanmere, till one is almost bewildered. It is more than strange that wherever Mary goes these mysteries follow. And she is so gentle and patient, the last one in the world to be associated with violence. But there it is."




  "But what has that to do with Von Wrangel?"




  "I don't know, sir. Von Wrangel went away last night hurriedly with Tom Seymour who is engaged to my sister---and some fellow they picked up out of the conservatory. They were very mysterious, and I could get nothing out of them."




  Mr. Spencer crossed one foot over the other and looked out of the window. He did not feel like meeting Dick's direct gaze at that moment.




  "I am seriously annoyed with Von Wrangel," he said. "Of the sincerity of his motives there can be no question. But an operation like that should never have been attempted without my sanction."




  "I don't agree with you at all, sir," Dick said boldly. "You surely must remember---"




  "I have the best of reasons for what I said, my dear Dick, if you only knew how I am situated. But we need not go into that again. Tell me what happened."




  Dick explained. The operation was to be repeated again in a day or two, perhaps to-morrow. It all depended whether the new instrument would be in time or not. Spencer listened in a kind of benign satisfaction. He would be able to see Mary now and place his views before her. But there must be no delay, seeing that the operation had, after all, been partially successful, and delay might be dangerous.




  And Mary was keeping to her bed; she desired to be more or less alone. It was a bit of a venture, but so long as the shadow of Venner was lifted, the path of adventure would be comparatively smooth. Besides, Spencer had Stanmere by the heart. He would steal down there about nine, so that he would be back at the office after ten and nobody be any the wiser.




  "I dare say you will learn everything in time," he said, benignly. "My dear Dick, I am afraid that I have placed myself in a bad light before you. I am like a criminal who has had a heap of circumstantial evidence piled up against him. Then comes a prick of common sense and the whole case goes to the winds. If that operation is postponed it will not be dangerous---"




  "It will be in embryo, Von Wrangel says," Dick replied.




  "Ah!" There was no keeping the relief out of the speaker's voice. "In that case you need not be in any hurry. Dick, do you want to go?"




  "I fancy I have told you everything, sir," Dick said, coldly.




  "As you will," Spencer replied. He felt very mean and small just for the moment. "I shall require you this evening at the office just before ten."




  Dick bowed himself out, glad to get away. His heart was not against his employer, and Spencer was seated with his head buried in his hands. He sat there until the shadows began to fall; a servant came in to lay the cloth for dinner. In the morning-room Stephen was stirring uneasily on the couch. He opened his eyes, red and bloodshot, and laughed.




  "Where have you been?" he cried. "You dog, if you betray me I'll kill you."




  His muddled senses had not come back to him yet. With a sudden passion Spencer stooped and shook him violently by the shoulders.




  "Take care," he said, hoarsely; "take care. But we need not brawl in the presence of the servants. Go to your room and cool that hot head of yours. Dinner is nearly ready."




  Gay lurched away. The dinner-bell rang but he did not appear. Spencer found him across his bed with a glass smelling of brandy by his side. He surveyed the huddled body with infinite contempt.




  "To think what a pair of happy pure-hearted boys we used to be," he muttered. "And he has come to this, and I go about in fear of my life. Well, he shall lie there; he probably will lie there till morning. So much the better for me. I shall be able to go to Stanmere and back this evening, and nobody the wiser."




  Spencer dined frugally, saying that his brother had gone to bed in consequence of a bad headache, and that he must not be disturbed. Then he threw a light dust coat over his grey morning dress, which he had not troubled to change, and drove to Victoria street.




  Fortune favoured him. There was a train now and one back at three minutes to ten, which would give him the best part of an hour at Stanmere. He was on the road now with a sense of security upon him that he had not felt for years. He no longer looked for enemies behind every bush or saw the threatening danger in every shadow.




  "A little time longer and it will all be over," he told himself. "There will be no more skulking along like a thief in the night. Was anybody situated like this before! Once let me get Venner out of the way and---"




  His spirits rose at the thought. The lights of Stanmere were before him now. As he crept along the terrace he could see that it was the dinner hour. The windows of the library were open and Spencer stepped in. The hall was clear, too, so that he could make his way up the stairs. He knew perfectly well which room Mary was in. He could enter and say all he had to say and go. Really, the thing was most absurdly easy after all. Mary was---




  He paused. Mary stood there in the corridor. She seemed to fall; she clapped her hands to her eyes and called out. It appeared as if she really could see. There was a rustling from the hall as Spencer sprang down the stairs and into the black throat of the night again by the way that he had come..... He stood there panting, sick and dizzy for the moment.




  "It is to be," he gasped. "I can't fight against a fate like mine."




  The presses were gathering up steam in the Record office, the chief of the great paper sat quietly in his office as if he had come down like any other respectable citizen straight after his dinner. There were no traces of a recent adventure about him. He was giving Dick some directions in his most clear and lucid manner.




  "I fancy that is all," he said. "Well, what is it, Mr. Fisher?"




  The editor came in with some copy in his hand. He looked annoyed and angry with somebody.




  "The most astounding thing," he said. "Really, sir, you will have to get rid of Irvine. I am afraid he has been drinking again. He has just come in with a report that you, you, sir, have been nearly done to death in your own bedroom in Cambria Square. When I told him you were here he said that he had seen the body, that the police were already on the track of the would-be assassin."




  "And it's the truth," a protesting voice in the doorway said. "If Mr. Spencer is here---oh, Heavens, I'm mad. I'll never touch a drop of anything again. And yet I could swear---"




  The reporter paused, and his own white face was reflected by the deadly pallor of Spencer's features. The latter turned to Dick helplessly.




  "Dear lad," he whispered. "Try and think for me. It's one of my mental attacks. My mind has quite gone for a moment."
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  Spencer turned and looked from one to the other of the excited group in the most benign manner. It was quite clear that he was outside himself for the moment. It was equally true that the reporter Irvine was speaking from personal knowledge.




  "It's real enough," he said, with a gasp. "I didn't know Mr. Spencer was here, so I was going to call upon him at Cambria Square. He helps me sometimes."




  "Not worth mentioning, Irvine," Spencer said, coming back to himself with a start. The benign look had faded from his face, leaving a stony terror behind. "Well!"




  "Well, sir, I heard one of the servants yell out something about murder. She was standing by a bedroom door, and I looked in. There was a commotion somewhere downstairs and a policeman came up. And there on the bed I saw---I saw---"




  Irvine paused. Fisher jogged his elbow impatiently.




  "I saw Mr. Spencer," the reporter gasped. "I would have sworn to him anywhere. And yet it can't be, because there is Mr. Spencer before me. . . . I can't make it out."




  Dick stood there quietly waiting for his employer to speak.




  Spencer's lips were twitching horribly, but no sound came from them.




  "Can't you tell us anything, sir?" Dick urged.




  "Better get back home," Spencer forced himself to say at last. "I fear, very much fear, that Irvine is not entirely wrong. I might have expected something like this?"




  He pushed his way out of the office like a blind man, closely followed by Dick. He would have nobody else. Fisher and Irvine had their own work to do. Out in Fleet street Spencer turned and placed himself entirely in Dick's hands.




  "For Heaven's sake tell me what to do," he said. "I am absolutely dazed. Act for yourself. The truth can no longer be concealed."




  Dick settled the matter by calling the first hansom that passed. They found a small knot of people excitedly discussing what they knew of the mystery in Cambria Square. Mr. Spencer, the great newspaper proprietor and philanthropist had been foully murdered in his bedroom by some miscreant who had succeeded in making his escape. It was fortunate that none of the crowd recognised Spencer as he pushed through.




  Two policemen in uniform and a plainclothes inspector had taken possession of the flat. They had got all they could out of the frightened servants when Spencer entered. He was still very pale and agitated, but he was himself now.




  "And who may you be, sir?" the inspector asked. "Why, bless my soul, I---"




  He paused, astonished, as well he might; making due allowance for physical changes, the inspector seemed to be speaking to the very man that he had left in extremis in the next room.




  "I am Mr. Spencer," was the reply. "Can I do anything for you?"




  "Indeed you can, sir. Will you please come this way? I daresay it will be quite simple when the matter is explained, but up to the present I am puzzled. I can make nothing of the servants, who seem to have lost their wits altogether."




  Spencer, followed by Dick, entered the bedroom where the outrage had taken place. Stephen Gay lay on the bed there, his face turned upwards, and apparently dead. From the left breast a little red moisture oozed.




  "Why, it's the man in the square," Dick cried, "it's the man who tried to kill you the night that you and I first met, sir."




  The inspector started. He was getting to something definite at last. Dick realised his indiscretion. Goodness only knows what mischief he had done. But there lay the very man who played so strange a part in that night adventure in Cambria Square a few weeks ago.




  "This man has been found thus in your rooms, sir," the inspector said. "Will you be good enough to tell us, in the first place, who he is?"




  It was a long time before Spencer made any reply. His gaze slowly travelled round the room to the face of the dead man, and then slowly back again to the Inspector. He appeared to be pre-occupied. The policeman asked the question again sharply.




  "He was my brother," Spencer said quietly. "You have only to look at the likeness to see that."




  The Inspector nodded. So far the ground was clear enough. That the living and the dead were brothers, nobody could possibly doubt. But there was bad blood between them. The young man who had come in with Mr. Spencer seemed to know all about that.




  "I think we had better sit down and talk it over, gentlemen," the Inspector suggested. "My name is Ridgway; I am sorry, but my duty is very plain. This gentleman here---thank you, sir---Mr. Stevenson, suggested just now that there was bad blood between the parties. He said something about the poor gentleman in the next room and an attempt to murder."




  "I have no recollection of it," Spencer said, fervently.




  Dick sat there moodily silent. But for his outburst that point would never have come to light. But he had been startled out of himself for the moment. And what Spencer said was quite correct. He had quite forgotten that eventful night in the square. Dick recollected the strategy he had been compelled to use to find his employer's address. And when they met the next day in the Record office Mr. Spencer did not recognise him in the least.




  "I am waiting for you to speak, sir," Ridgway said, pointedly.




  "If you know anything, do not conceal it," Spencer said, in a shaking voice. "There has been misery enough already over the concealment of facts. Don't get yourself into trouble, Dick."




  Dick told his story. Ridgway listened with critical interest, Spencer in blank astonishment. He was hearing all this for the first time. Not that he doubted the truth of it for a moment, for he was quite alive to his own mental lapses. Even now it was as if Dick were recalling some almost forgotten dream. Ridgway looked very grave.




  "This is a very awkward business," he said. "If you like to say anything, Mr. Spencer, you may. On the whole, I should recommend that you consult your solicitor."




  "In other words, you suspect me of the crime," Spencer said. "As I am absolutely innocent as a child, I have nothing to conceal. You want to know if there was bad blood between my brother and myself. In reply to that I may tell you I went in fear of my life. He gave me fair warning that he would kill me if he could. And at one time he would have kept his word."




  "One moment, sir," Ridgway interrupted. "What do you mean by the expression 'at one time'?"




  "I mean that my brother quite recently changed his mind. I don't mean that he changed his views or anything of that kind, but he made a discovery by means of which he could torture and frighten me in such a way that a threat of vengeance had no terrors by comparison. He found me out, and told me so quite callously. He was the kind of man to enjoy that kind of thing. He proposed to take up his quarters with me so that he could see the sport, as he called it, and I had to bow to his wishes."




  "And this little scheme of revenge, sir?" Ridgway suggested.




  "Is part of my secret, and has nothing to do with the case," Spencer said firmly. "For years I have been at work on a certain plan which is very near success. What it is, and what desperate expedient I had to resort to in order to bring it about will never be known to the public or yourself---which is much the same thing. That desperate expedient is the cause of the whole trouble. But I am going to say nothing about that. As to the rest, I am quite prepared to speak freely."




  Ridgway shrugged his shoulders significantly.




  "As you will," he said. "But all this mystery is slightly---"




  "Harmful to myself. Quite so. Well, my brother came here yesterday. He was penniless and desperate, his only possession being a silver watch worth a few shillings---"




  "I know that, sir. I shall have something to say about that watch presently. Go on---"




  "I told the servants that my brother had come home unexpectedly from abroad. It was one of the little fictions that people use on these occasions. I found him in clothes. His stay, I gathered, was indefinite. He had breakfast and luncheon to-day, at which meal he had far too much wine. He went to dress for dinner, and, I presume, had some brandy in his room, for he was fast asleep on the bed. It was the last time I saw him alive. I had my own dinner and went out, and that is all I know."




  "You had some sort of a quarrel, didn't you?" Ridgway asked. "Didn't you say to the deceased, or didn't he say to you, that he would kill you if you betrayed him?




  "I believe there was something of the kind," Spencer admitted, thoughtfully. "My brother said that. I cut him short because the servants were within hearing. As soon as I dined I went out."




  "Can you tell me what time you went out?"




  "It was about half-past eight. I had a little private business to do that took me an hour or more, and then I took a cab as far as the Record office. I was not back at the house in the meantime, and I heard nothing of the affair until it was told me by one of my own reporters. If there is any chance of fixing the time of the murder---"




  "That has been done for us," Ridgway interrupted. "The crime was committed at twenty-eight minutes past nine exactly. There is no doubt about that."




  Spencer nodded. His mind was far away for the moment. At the hour mentioned by Ridgway with such positive assurance he was standing in the corridor at Stanmere, watching Mary in her white gown, and the gleam of her golden hair on her shoulders. Perhaps there was a way out of it yet, but the publicity could not be avoided now.




  "How did you fix the time so exactly?" Dick asked.




  Ridgway took a parcel carefully from his pocket. He opened it and laid on the table before him a silver watch that had apparently been damaged by some accident.




  "Mr. Spencer was just saying that his brother had nothing in the world but a silver watch worth a few shillings," he said. "This is the watch. I took it out of the dead man's watch pocket to-night---the pocket on the left side over his heart. You can see where the assassin's knife shivered the glass and the cheap flimsy works on its way to the heart, so great was the force of the blow. I find that the watch is more or less fully wound, and appears to be in going order. The hands stopped at twenty-eight minutes past nine, which seems to me conclusive evidence as to the hour of the crime."




  Then there was no more to be said on that point. Dick turned to Mr. Spencer.




  "The Inspector is doing no more than his duty," he said. "At the same time it is utterly ridiculous to imagine that Mr. Spencer had anything to do with the deed of violence. I am aware that he has admitted that there was bad blood between his brother and himself."




  "I beg your pardon," Ridgway said significantly. "It was you who brought that out, sir."




  "I suppose I did," Dick said, a little abashed. "But it would have been my plain duty to do so in any case. It seems to me that the watch is going to save us a great deal of trouble. Putting aside the absurd suggestion that a man would have lured his brother under his own roof to make away with him, we have the important question of time settled. Mr. Spencer, will you tell Inspector Ridgway where you were at about half-past nine to-night?"




  Spencer looked up vaguely. His mind had gone wandering off in quite another direction. It was some little time before he caught the full significance of the question. At that very minute he had been at Stanmere. But there were reasons why he could not say so, reasons why he could not prove it. And in any case it did not make matters better for him.




  "I was engaged on exceedingly private personal business," he said.




  "But surely you can well prove an alibi," Dick cried, "it could not have been business of so private a nature that you could not bring witnesses to prove that."




  Spencer shook his head in a kind of bland obstinacy.




  "I can say nothing," he said. "My lips are sealed. I utterly decline to say more."




  Inspector Ridgway picked up the watch and restored it to his pocket. He had no more questions to ask for the present. They would keep for the inquest to-morrow. Meanwhile he had locked and sealed up the room where the dead man lay. Dick waited for his companion to speak; perhaps Spencer would confide in him. But he sat there looking into the fire, and when Dick ventured to speak he bid him hastily to hold his tongue and go away.
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  Von Wrangel came down to Stanmere by the early train with a fresh set of instruments in his pocket and the firm resolve that to-night should see his operation successfully through. He burst into the breakfast-room at Shepherd's Spring to find Molly having breakfast alone.




  "Where is Dick?" he demanded. "Command the sluggard to leave his bed immediately."




  Molly explained that Dick had not come back from London the previous night. Tom had gone off to town on some mysterious errand and Molly was left entirely alone.




  "I am most melancholy," she said. "Actually I am reading the paper at breakfast, a thing that I never remember doing in my life before. You shall take me for a walk presently, Baron. After that you shall go and cure Mary, and we shall live together happily ever after. Why, what is this?"




  Molly put her untasted coffee down and stared at the paper with vivid interest. Von Wrangel watched her with a smile. Something to do with the fashions, he thought.




  "Extraordinary!" Molly cried. "There has been a man murdered at the flat of Mr. Spencer in Cambria Square. At first it was thought it was Mr. Spencer himself, but it turns out to have been his brother. It appears that there is a most amazing likeness between them. Murdered in bed, Baron, and nobody knows who did it. When Mr. Spencer was out the assassin actually crept into the bedroom and---"




  "Give it me," Von Wrangel said hoarsely. "Give it me. I---I beg your pardon, but this is really dreadful. Lady Stanmere must know of this."




  "How can it interest her?" Molly asked.




  "Because that dead man is her son Stephen, and Mr. Spencer, as you call him, is Paul Gay, Lord Stanmere. You would have found all this out in time, so there is no reason to conceal the truth any longer."




  Molly murmured her astonishment. Things were growing bright very swiftly.




  "Then the mysterious stranger in Cambria Square was Mr. Spencer's own brother," she cried. "But you know nothing of that, so I had better tell you Dick's strange adventure....... Now you understand. But why did Stephen Gay have such a deadly hatred of his brother?"




  "For one thing, because he fancied Paul had betrayed him to some enemies of his. But there is another reason that I cannot tell you yet. If Dick tells the story of that amazing meeting in Cambria Square to the police, as he is bound to do, there will be trouble for Paul Spencer. It will be pretty sure to connect him with the crime."




  "But he could not possibly have done anything so dreadful!"




  "Of course not. How these two men came to be under the same roof baffles me. It is quite the strangest part of a strange story. If necessary, I shall have to speak."




  "Baron," Molly cried. "I believe you could say something of the mystery. There is a look in your eyes---"




  "Of course I could. I know the actual criminal. Do you recollect that night when we saw those strange men in the Warren? They were members of a secret society and they were after Stephen Gay. He had betrayed the cause they had belonged to most dishonourably. For years they have been seeking him. More than once I saved his life, but he was so desperate and reckless. I might have saved him now had he only followed my instructions. But these men were untiring as they were remorseless. They had their work to do, and they went about it in a fashion all their own."




  "But if you had put the police upon their track---"




  "Quite useless. You see I knew these men, and that gave me an advantage. If I had scattered them, their places would have been taken by others not personally familiar to me, and my task would have been doubled. Well, they have got the best of me, and the vendetta is ended."




  "It is very dreadful for Lady Stanmere," Molly said sadly.




  Von Wrangel, in his innermost heart, was not so sure of that. Lady Stanmere knew that the blow must fall some time; the sword had been hanging over her head for years. She was sitting in the drawing-room over her everlasting knitting as Von Wrangel came in. She gave one glance at him and her hands fell in her lap.




  "Tell me all about it," she said. "I see that it has happened at last."




  "I shall never make a diplomatist," Von Wrangel murmured. "My dear lady, you know how deeply I feel for you. And yet, and yet, it was inevitable. I have brought a paper over so that you may read for yourself. There is an extraordinary complication here."




  Lady Stanmere felt for her glasses with trembling hands, but outwardly she was quite calm. This was but another drop in the full measure or her sorrows, but Mary was left. It was her balm of consolation. She read the whole long report with a seeming calm that aroused Von Wrangel's admiration.




  "It is an extraordinary case altogether," Lady Stanmere said, alter a long pause. "Of course the Mr. Spencer is my son Paul. I deemed him to be dead long ago. I began to imagine that he was a kind of guardian, but really my head is quite confused. What manner of man is Paul?"




  "He is rich and respected," Von Wrangel explained. "My dear lady, there is a complication here that even you have no knowledge of as yet. Perhaps, on the whole, I had better leave the proper person to tell you. But it is pretty sure that Paul will be accused of his brother's murder."




  "But that in too horrible," Lady Stanmere cried. "We know better."




  "Of course we do, and I shall be able to explain if necessary. Still, if there are no traces to be found of Hengel and the rest, my story will be regarded with suspicion and ridicule. And the worst of the whole thing is, we cannot avoid the scandal that has for so long hung over this house. If Paul is charged by the police, the whole thing must come out."




  Lady Stanmere bowed her head wearily.




  "If it must, it must," she said. "The wild blood in the race is bound to assert itself. I have carried so many sorrows that one more makes no difference. Still, it is good to know that one of my boys, at any rate, has come back to the path of honour again."




  "Paul was never more than wild and headstrong," Von Wrangel said, thoughtfully. "And his father turned him out of the house, you remember. You are going to be proud of him yet. When he comes back to you---"




  "He will never come back to me. After all these years---oh! it is impossible. Von Wrangel, the matter must be concealed from Mary for the present."




  Von Wrangel was of the same opinion. He wondered what Mary would think when the whole truth came to be told, as told it must be before long.




  "She will be brave enough," he said. "And yet there is a thing here as obvious as the dazzling conjuring tricks when once they are explained. As to the other matter, you may simply leave it in my hands. I should very much like to see my patient."




  Mary was having her breakfast in her room and would be down presently. She came after a time very quiet and subdued, but with a pleasant smile on her face that was good to see. Von Wrangel crossed over and gave her an encouraging pat on the shoulder.




  "You are a marvel of patience," he said. "Many patients would have given their nurses no end of trouble. But there are only a few hours more to wait. And when you can see---"




  "My dear, kind doctor," Mary said quietly. "I can see now."




  She made the remark in an even tone of voice, with just a touch of gladness in it. Lady Stanmere had folded up her knitting and crept quietly from the room. Just for an instant Von Wrangel had glared uneasily at his patient, but there was no cause for alarm.




  "What do you mean by that?" he asked. "Speak freely; we are quite alone."




  "Yes, I heard my grandmother leave the room. It was last night as I lay in bed with nobody near. I wanted to be alone you see, because my thoughts were pleasant and I liked to have them all to myself. It was about dinner-time, and I fancied I heard my father calling to me. I got out of bed and went into the corridor. I fell over something and the bandage slipped from my eyes. And then I saw the corridor quite plainly with the eye that you have operated upon, and I saw my father looking the same, and yet so different from the time when last I had seen him. He seemed so good and so noble, and his eyes were shining; the old fear was gone from his face. . . . And then I cried out, and he vanished, and others came, and I said nothing for fear it was fancy. But it was not fancy, I am sure that I was not dreaming."




  There was a queer, tense expression on Von Wrangel's face.




  "How was your father dressed?" he asked eagerly.




  "In a grey suit, with a red tie," Mary said promptly. "But what struck me was the wonderful change in him; he was softened and improved. If only I had not called out!"




  "Had you any idea what time it was?"




  "Well, yes. The chimes of the big corridor clock struck the quarter after nine just before I heard the voice calling to me. I recollect that distinctly."




  Von Wrangel nodded. All this coincided with what he had hoped for and expected. And Paul Spencer often dressed in grey, with a red tie. The little German's expression changed to a look of pain, a dread of giving pain to others.




  "I am going to test you," he said, "and test you again in the presence of credible witnesses. Now, let me remove the bandage from the eye that has been under my care for a few moments. You are to look at the table and tell me what you see there. It is only to be for an instant."




  He removed the bandage, and replaced it after the lapse of a few moments. Mary smiled.




  "Flowers," she said. "A great bunch of flowers, of early chrysanthemums, and a few letters and some coloured silks plaited into a kind of skein. And there is old Williams trimming the lawn. What do you think of that?"




  "I think it is wonderful," Von Wrangel said unsteadily. "Let me try again. Now, once more. Now."




  They tried again and again with every kind of success. Finally Von Wrangel replaced the bandage for good and all. His fingers trembled slightly.




  "We will repeat that this afternoon," he said. "And now, my dear young lady, I am going to ask you a great favour. Would you mind my not finishing my operation for a few days. It may seem strange to you, but the mere fact of the postponement may be the means of conferring a lasting benefit upon one who is very dear to you."




  Mary hesitated, but only for a moment. Then she smiled.




  "More mystery," she said, "and yet more mystery. My dear, good, kind doctor, I would make any sacrifice for those I love."
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  Three candles in a silver branch sufficed to make a spot of light in the dingy sitting-room where Martlett spent his evenings. Half buried in an armchair, he was poring over some old black-letter manuscript, the text of which puzzled him. Next to his delight in finding things out, Martlett most liked to be puzzled.




  He had been digging at intricate cases until he was as rusty as a village sexton, and yet, after all these years of delving and burrowing into the old manuscripts and old deeds, the keenness of his clear eyes was not dimmed in the slightest. He was beaten for the moment now; he placed the book on his knee to think the matter out.




  A servant as old and dried up as himself came in with the information that somebody had come to see him on pressing business. Before he could frame an excuse Von Wrangel came in, followed by Seymour. There was a slight frown on Martlett's face.




  "No use looking like that," Von Wrangel said. "You can put your black-letters up for to-night, you old fox. What have we here? An hour book by Elzar of 1594. A second impression."




  "It isn't a second impression at all," Martlett said tartly. "Much you know about it. That is a first impression if ever I saw one. I picked it up in Drury Lane Court, and I wouldn't take a hundred pounds for it at this moment."




  "There is no border on the title page," Von Wrangel retorted.




  The argument waxed warm. Seymour coughed suggestively. Von Wrangel came to earth again.




  "Some day I will show you," he said. "Meanwhile to business. Being so fine a business man myself, I should be ashamed to be led away. This is my friend Mr. Seymour---Mr. Martlett, the eminent lawyer. Do you see the candelabra, Seymour. It has the first James letter and the London hallmark, and a millionaire collector offered Martlett two thousand pounds for it. Ah, there are worse things than being an old family lawyer."




  "Infinitely worse," Martlett said dryly. "To have an uncontrollable tongue, for instance."




  "True," said Von Wrangel, not in the least, annoyed. "Now let us to our muttons. I have caught a specimen to-night, Martlett. Attracted by the light, he flew into the small conservatory at Stanmere. My young friend here can identify him. In other words, I have Horace Venner by the heels, and Seymour says he knows enough to hang him."




  Martlett nodded. He had forgotten all about his black-letters by this time.




  "You have met the man before?" he asked.




  "Certainly," Seymour explained. "I found him outside the terrace at Stanmere to-night. I was waiting for my friends the Stevensons, and I struck a light for my cigarette. That fellow, for some reason or another, was hiding close by. I saw his face clearly as he saw mine. He bolted with sheer terror, and I after him. I caught him in the small conservatory."




  "At the moment I was conducting my operation," Von Wrangel struck in. "The noise quite startled me, and I partially failed."




  "No serious damage, I hope?" Martlett asked, with unusual eagerness.




  "Not at all. I do not fail. It is all a matter of time. I have to wait for another instrument, and the thing is done. Go on, my young friend."




  "I came face to face with that man," Seymour resumed. "There could be no possible disguise any longer. I could hang that fellow."




  "You could prove a murder against him?" Martlett asked.




  "Assuredly, given time and the aid of the San Francisco police. I kept my man there until I could send for Von Wrangel; I told him what I have told you, and he seems to think that you would be glad of this information."




  Martlett winked once or twice swiftly. His eyes were gleaming with an eager light. Von Wrangel was regarding him curiously.




  "But why do you suggest that I could use this information?" he asked.




  "Because I know everything, old fox," Von Wrangel cried. "I discovered it for myself. Talk about being blind, why there is nobody blinder than myself. What was Paul Spencer, otherwise Paul Gay, so fearful of besides being in the power of someone who knew some shameful secret of his? And who might that blackmailer be better than his old valet, the rascal Venner? And how to hoodwink Venner? Oh, it was a great plan, old fox, and reflected great credit on you. Stephen was out of the way."




  "I beg your pardon," Martlett said stiffly. "It was no suggestion of mine."




  "Of course not. All you could do was to show its possibility. And when your client said he had half a mind to try it, you gravely warned him of the risks. I understand."




  A ghost of a smile hovered round Martlett's lips for a moment.




  "All this is beside the point," he said. "We will admit, for the sake of argument, that my client, Paul Spencer, or Gay, as you please, desired to keep Venner at arm's length. He may or may not have adopted a neat and ingenious plan to do so. At any rate, we want to stop that fellow's mouth. If you can show us a way to do so, we shall be exceedingly grateful."




  "I am here for that purpose," Seymour said quietly.




  "Good! Where is the interesting specimen alluded to?"




  "At present he is locked up on your confidential clerk's office," Von Wrangel said. "He cannot possibly get out of the window, which is a skylight, and the door is lined with iron. Besides, I don't think that the fellow would do so if he could, he is in such a pitiable state of collapse. I have told my young friend, Seymour, certain points of the case, and he tells me he is in a position to keep Venner's mouth shut for all time."




  "I am quite certain of it," Seymour said. "But I am going to ask you one question, Mr. Martlett. Was that little indiscretion of your client's connected with San Francisco?"




  Martlett wriggled uneasily on his chair. All this was very irregular to the strictly trained legal mind that specially abhors anything in the way of leading questions. Von Wrangel burst out impetuously. His was no game of judicial chess to be played out over a course of sittings.




  "Come out of the hole, old fox," he cried; "come out of the hole. You are going to be astonished presently. We can't scotch this snake unless you help us a bit. Was it San Francisco?"




  "It was," Martlett admitted. "But really, gentlemen, I must protest---"




  "Against the betraying of a client's confidence, eh?" Von Wrangel laughed.




  "There was a quarrel over some accounts, and revolvers were produced. The man on the other side was a notorious bully, and, moreover, had a bad repute. He got the worst of that encounter, and was shot by Paul Gay, who left him for dead in his tent. Is that a fact?"




  Martlett nodded as if the information had been extracted from him like a tooth by an unskilful dentist. It was very irregular indeed.




  "I think I had better take up the case here," Seymour said. "There had been a great deal of violence in San Francisco for some time owing to some very bitter strikes and the like. It was a time when every man had to look to himself. If Gay had not shot down Miller, Miller would have killed him. There was a third partner, who was away at the time---a man named Maxwell."




  Martlett nodded again. This was decidedly interesting.




  "Maxwell was a great friend of Gay. The vigilance committee was after Gay, who fled with the crime of murder on his soul. Miller was dead, and a bit of gold dust he had about him had been stolen. This is the secret Venner holds, and upon which he would have traded heavily, only your ingenious plan---whatever it was---prevented him. Venner had not long been discharged from the employ of Mr. Paul Gay, and he wanted revenge. Then began the game of hide-and-seek, which has not finished yet. Correct me if I am wrong."




  "I deny nothing," Martlett said, still cautiously. "Let us assume that everything is correct. But you have not shown me yet how to get Venner out of the way."




  "I am coming to that part presently," Seymour went on. "I want my friend Maxwell, for whom I worked some years, to be present. Maxwell is in Paris at the Invalides hotel. If he were here now he would absolutely rehabilitate the character of your client."




  "You mean that he might find some loophole for escape? Perhaps the American laws---"




  "Laws have nothing to do with it," Seymour said, with some sign of impatience. "Maxwell will be able to prove that your client has absolutely nothing to fear. I can go further than that, and say that your client is absolutely innocent. If Maxwell were here---"




  Martlett rose to his feet excitedly.




  "I have not another word of protest to make," he said. "You have been right from the first, and I am wrong. But you must not lose sight of Venner. It is imperative that that rascal should be kept safe. There are interests at stake here far greater than you imagine. If I could see Mr. Maxwell, am I at liberty to repeat all that you have said?"




  "Why not?" Seymour asked. "The story must be made public some time."




  "Then I go to Paris in the morning," Martlett declared. "I will go and see your friend Maxwell, and I hope to induce him to return with me to England. My dear sir, it is impossible to over-estimate the importance of what you have told me to-night. I have not been quite so wise over the business as I had imagined."




  "The same as the black-letter manuscript," Von Wrangel chuckled.




  Martlett ignored the challenge. There was an air of excitement about him quite foreign to the man. He paced up and down the room scratching his dry chin and muttering to himself. Finally he came up standing and turned to Seymour.




  "You have a very slippery man to deal with," he said. "If he gives you the go-by---"




  "He won't," Seymour said coolly. "I shall know how to deal with him. I shall send him away to-night to the kennel where he lives with the absolute certainty that he will come to me when I whistle for him in the morning. I can hang the man; I can hold that in terror over him. We have Venner quite safe. It was only to please Von Wrangel that we went through the farce of locking him up in your clerk's room."




  "Then go and send him off," Von Wrangel suggested.




  Seymour went off in the direction of the outer office. Venner was perched on a high stool, a picture of the most hopeless, abject misery. His white soddened face was quivering with terror; he had bitten his nails down in a grinding, mechanical way during the half-hour that had seemed to him a small eternity. He looked up fawningly in Seymour's face.




  "What are you going to do with me?" he whined.




  "For the present, nothing," Seymour replied. "You need not look so pleased. I am going to let you go on the condition that you come here every morning at 10 o'clock to report yourself and to see if your presence here is needed. If you serve us faithfully and well, I shall hold my hand. You did the world a service by ridding it of a scoundrel, so that I do not feel any trouble on the score of justice. But if you play me false, by nightfall everything shall be in the hands of the police. Now you can go."




  Venner looked up with abject amazement. He did not seem to grasp the meaning of it all. He was free to depart without further questions being asked. These people meant to let him down easily. If he could only go straight and tell the truth for once!




  "Do you mean to say that I am free to---to---" he stammered.




  "That is exactly what I desire to convey to your intelligence. Go! Be off! Don't pollute the air that honest men breathe any longer. And if you fail to keep your part of the bond---"




  Venner broke out into a torrent of protestations. By all that he held most sacred he would not do anything of the kind. He would do anything in the world that Mr. Seymour required. He crept out of the house and down the street in a curiously ill-balanced frame of mind. He looked like saving his rascally skin, but at the same time he saw that once glittering fortune disappearing into the future. He had built up the most extravagant plans on that.




  "You have got rid of him?" Martlett asked.




  Seymour explained carelessly what had happened. Venner was to report himself daily, and he had not the slightest doubt that he would not fail to do so. Martlett nodded, helped himself to a rarely-smoked second cigar, and plunged into the pages of Bradshaw.
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  The Cambria Square murder was at once recognised as material for a great sensation. There had been more vulgar crimes and more mysterious ones, but there was here all the making of the kind of drama that the soul of the modern journalist loves.




  In the first place Mr. Paul Spencer had been more or less a fascinating personage. He was supposed to have laid the nucleus of his fortune abroad; he had come back to England, where he was at once established as a great philanthropist of the best kind. He was the sort of man who did good by stealth, and blushed to find it fame. His peculiarities were dwelt upon---his passion for privacy, the fact that most people outside his own household were only allowed to see him in the semi-darkness, all were told in the newspaper tale. There was something strange about the man.




  The poetic side was supplied by his absolute devotion to his blind daughter. Then again, there was the fact that he had a brother exactly like himself. Then came the still more startling discovery that Mr. Paul Spencer was really Mr. Paul Gay, or, in other words Lord Stanmere, the only remaining son of the eccentric peer of that name who had committed suicide after becoming entangled in some cheap political conspiracy inspired by a foreign league of patriots.




  Why, therefore, had the man hidden his identity and lived at Cambria Square, when be might have taken possession of a splendid property and become a man of the country? People recalled to mind the fact that there had been a second Gay who had brought a good deal of scandal on the family name and had subsequently disappeared altogether.




  Of course, the murdered man was the missing brother. People who had known the family long ago were hunted up by busy reporters, and forgotten facts dragged to light. The amazing resemblance between the brothers was commented on, and as a problem the mystery was solved. All the same, people waited for the inquest with breathless interest. The whole truth would have to come out then.




  And Paul Spencer would have to drag himself out into the light of day. With the broad glare of publicity upon him, it was hopeless to expect to hide from Venner any longer. Everything would have to be laid bare, and the work of his life absolutely ruined.




  Worst of all, he had nobody to fall back upon. Von Wrangel seemed to have disappeared upon one of his erratic, mysterious errands, and Martlett had gone to Paris leaving no word behind as to where he was to be found, or when he would come back to London again.




  There was only Dick, and he had been subpoenaed to give evidence at the inquest, which would merely tend to make the police case against Spencer blacker still. Dick remained the night at Cambria Square, and did his best to keep up the drooping spirits of his companions.




  But to the man of vivid imagination the anticipation of trouble is always greater than the realisation. At the end of the second day's examination Spencer felt as if the bitterness of death were past. In the light of his own evidence he only wondered why no warrant had been applied for his arrest. But the inquiry would be closed on the morrow, and then the blow would fall.




  On the whole, the police would have been justified. There was a blood feud, or something like it, between the two brothers. Dick had seen part of the drama enacted, and his evidence told greatly against the man who, in the eye of the public, was already on his trial on the capital charge. Spencer had elected to give evidence, much against the wish of the coroner, and he only succeeded in making bad worse. There had been a long feud between the dead man and himself. His brother had come to Cambria Square, where he had not been invited. He had got possession of a certain secret, but what that secret was the witness declined to say. They had quarrelled in the flat and the witness had gone out soon after that. Pressed to say where he had been, he declined to make any statement. That was no business of anybody's but his own, and he refused to go any further. There was no pretence at an alibi. The conclusion came to by the listeners was that Spencer had never left the house at all.




  He finished his evidence at last; he looked fearfully round the court as if he expected to meet the eye of Horace Venner; not that it much mattered, not that anything much mattered now. He only wanted to get home again. The scandal had come at last, but not at all in the way that it had been expected. Scandals seldom do.




  The story was reaching far and wide. It had got down to Stanmere, where it was studied as eagerly in the servants' hall as it was in the drawing-room. Goss was the only one who did not seem in the least astonished. But he knew certain facts concealed from the rest of the domestic staff.




  Lady Stanmere read the evidence with mixed feelings. It was a sorry ending to a sorry business. Not that she believed for one moment that one son of hers had the blood of another on his soul. Still, Lady Stanmere sorely needed advice at this moment. She telegraphed for Martlett, only to be told that he had gone to Paris. Even Von Wrangel would have been something at this juncture.




  There was nobody but Mary, from whom the facts were carefully concealed, and Nurse Cecilia. The latter came down to the drawing-room with a copy of 'The Standard' in her hand.




  "Have you read all this, my lady?" she asked.




  Lady Stanmere had read every line of it in the Telegraph. She could not understand it at all. She was quite sure that Paul had nothing to do with the crime. One of those dreadful secret societies was at the bottom of it all. Cecilia listened with well disguised impatience.




  "It is no time to speculate," she said, her eyes gleaming. "I have tried to look at this matter as if I were one of the people---one of the jury. Mr. Paul stands in a terrible position. And everybody seems to have deserted him just at the moment when he needs friends. If you were to tell Miss Mary---"




  "Not for worlds," Lady Stanmere cried. "A shock at the present moment might be serious. And---and she is all that I have to care for now. I try to be calm and contained, Cecilia, but if you only knew. If I could tell what to do---if I could make some sacrifice!"




  The knitting fell from the trembling hands. Nurse Cecilia walked away to Mary's bedroom. She marvelled at the blindness that seemed to have fallen on everybody save Von Wrangel and herself. Mary was sitting by a table arranging flowers.




  "Miss Mary," she said carelessly, "are you quite sure you were correct as to what you said about seeing your father the other night? After a long period of blindness---"




  "But I was not blind, Cecilia," Mary smiled. "I saw my father distinctly. He looked better and nobler than he used to do, but I recognised him in that brief instant. And he was in trouble; it was easy to read that much from the expression of his face. I believe that he came here to have a few words with me in secret, only I was alarmed, and he ran away. There are reasons why he cannot come to Stanmere, as he has so often told me. But he was here that night."




  "Did you tell this to Herr Von Wrangel?"




  "Certainly I did. And he tested my sight to see if such a thing was possible. He proved to himself that it was. And then he said a curious thing. He asked me to postpone the operation for a day or two in the interests of one whom I loved. It sounded like more mystery, but I asked no questions. I consented. And now you know as much of the matter as I do."




  Cecilia knew a great deal more, but it was not her cue to say so. She stayed on chatting for a few minutes, but she had not the least idea what she was talking about. Here was a way out of the difficulty at last, a way, perhaps, attended by further scandal, but sufficient to clear Paul Spencer of the terrible charge hanging over him.




  But why had not Von Wrangel moved in the matter? He knew the facts of the case better than she did. And the little German doctor seemed to be as much indifferent to what was going on as did Mr. Martlett. A happy thought came to Cecilia.




  She would go up and see Martlett; she would follow him to Paris if necessary. Anything was better than the maddening inaction, to one of her quick temperament. She would get Mr. Martlett's address from the office and take the night boat to Calais.




  But there was no necessity to do that. As she reached Lincoln's Inn she saw Mr. Martlett going in the direction of his office, with his hands behind his back, and apparently in an unusually tranquil frame of mind. Cecilia grasped him by the arm vigorously.




  "Ah," he said, "Nurse Cecilia. You look disturbed. I am just back from Paris. What is wrong?"




  Cecilia proceeded to explain, breathlessly.




  "Presently, presently," Martlett said. "Yes, I see the force of your discovery. Come back to me in an hour. I have a most pressing engagement at present, which is not entirely disconnected with the family you have such a high regard for. It is all coming right, my dear woman."




  Cecilia sat down in the Embankment gardens with a strange feeling of relief. Martlett was never a man who committed himself, and if he said that everything was coming right he spoke from accurate knowledge. Meanwhile, Martlett entered his office, where Paul Spencer was waiting for him. The lawyer shook hands with his client in the most matter-of-fact way.




  "So you seem to have been getting yourself into a fine mess," he said, "but there is one clear way out of it, and if you don't take it, I shall have to take it for you. I have been in Paris on your business. I have been hearing some wonderfully interesting details as to the private life of Mr. James Miller. You recollect James Miller?"




  A shade passed over the face of the listener.




  "I have cause to," he said. "It was the one act that has darkened my life. Why rake that old matter up now, Martlett?"




  "Because it is absolutely necessary to do so, my dear fellow. And who do you suppose supplied me with all the details of that picturesque scoundrel's career? Why one Maxwell---"




  "Maxwell? You don't mean to say that he is in Europe?"




  "He was in Paris yesterday, and he is in London to-day. To go still further, he is very near; in fact, he is at the present moment sitting in the office of my clerk, and he is looking forward to the pleasure of an interview with you."




  Spencer rose from his seat and hurried to the door. He seemed to have forgotten himself for the moment, forgotten everything in the wild desire for flight. By main force Martlett dragged him back again into his seat.




  "You fool," he said contemptuously. "You have absolutely nothing to fear."




  "Nemesis," Gay cried. "Nemesis. It has come at last; it always was inevitable."
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  Lady Stanmere waited with patient resignation to see what was going to happen next. Fortunately there were no callers to worry her with idle curiosity or well-meant sympathy. The chatelaine of Stanmere had been a recluse for many years, alone with her sorrows, and almost forgotten by the world. She had less need of the world than ever now.




  Meanwhile, life seemed to move on there as smoothly as ever. It seemed impossible to connect that house with all its quiet beauty with a sensational tragedy. The sun beat down on the piled-up woods and the trim lawns, the deer dozed in the bracken, the rose garden was still in full fragrance. Goss had some questions to answer and some curiosity to satisfy in the way of reporters, whom he fenced off with his best episcopal manner.




  Still, Mr. Martlett kept away, and Von Wrangel seemed to avoid the place. It was the third day before the latter came at length. He was a little quiet and subdued, but not quite so quiet as Lady Stanmere, engaged on her everlasting knitting.




  "So you have found out that I am in trouble?" she said.




  She did not look up, her hands were working restlessly. Von Wrangel looked round the perfectly-appointed drawing-room. He could conceive nothing more placid and restful. It was the very place to get rid of nerves and brain worries of all kinds.




  "I have been doing all I can for you," Von Wrangel said. "My dear lady, you are very angry with me."




  "I have been better pleased with you, I confess," Lady Stanmere said, without looking up from her work. "I am in great trouble."




  "And I am sorry for you from the bottom of my heart."




  "I am in great trouble, and nobody came near me. Even Martlett seems to have vanished; and there are so many things to think of. My unhappy boy must be buried here. But I suppose nobody has thought of that."




  But Von Wrangel had thought of everything. He had taken the liberty of making all the necessary arrangements, or he would have been at Stanmere before. He was deeply sorry for the unhappy grey lady, who was the mother of so many sorrows. Much grief had bowed her down, but she had reached the limit of resignation now, and only waited for the end.




  "It is a dreadful thing," she went on. "Of course, I had expected something like this. My unhappy boy was predestined for a violent death."




  "For which you hold me more or less responsible?"




  "No; you were merely an instrument. I have lived in daily expectation of something of this kind; I felt that fate had the blow in store for me. But I never dreamt that fate would give the blow such a cruel twist as this. Not that Paul is guilty---"




  "Paul is absolutely innocent," Von Wrangel exclaimed. "To-morrow the inquest will be finished, and I shall give my evidence. I shall be in a position to tell the police a thing or two. Those shadows have been dogging Stephen for years. The result was inevitable. The assassin managed to get into the room in Paul's absence, and the rest you can imagine. But I have a witness who will settle the matter for all time."




  "And who may that be," Lady Stanmere asked. "Oh, I am interested. After all, Paul is my own flesh and blood. They tell me he has lived a good life for years, and that he is rich and respected. In that case, why did he not come down here? Why did he not come and see his mother, who would have welcomed him with open arms? Here is a beautiful property, one of the best and richest in the country. And Paul is Lord Stanmere, though he calls himself Paul Spencer. Can you account for all this unnecessary mystery?"




  It was by no means an unnecessary mystery, as Von Wrangel might have explained. But he had done too much by his tongue already, and besides the secret was not to be told. He shifted his ground a little.




  "It is all going to be cleared up in a few days," he said. "And then I think you will recognise the fact that the succession to Stanmere is in good hands."




  Von Wrangel went away, leaving Lady Stanmere with a vague sense of comfort. At any rate, it was good to know that her surviving son's good name was cleared, and that the time was coming when he could step into his property without any stain upon his honour. But why had he not come down before, why had he kept out of the way all these years? True, Stephen had been the eldest son, so that Paul had till recently nothing to expect from Stanmere, and was of comparatively small importance. But then he seemed to have atoned for his early wildness years ago, he had grown rich and respectable and prosperous, and with all his faults he had always professed to be fond of his mother.




  And yet since she had first heard of his return from America, five years ago, she had not had one line from him. Her heart stirred within her as she thought of it all. She had Mary, to whom she had given all her affection, but it would be good to walk up the aisle of Stanmere Church on the arm of a son who could look the whole world in the face.




  Perhaps it was coming. And Von Wrangel had said nothing as to the completion of his operation on Mary's eyes. He had put it off more or less unexpectedly a day or two before, and had hurried to London.




  But the thing was uppermost in Von Wrangel's mind as he went through the house looking for Nurse Cecilia. Mary was out somewhere with Molly Stephenson, who openly bewailed the strange defection of her lover. Dick was in town, where he expected to remain for the moment. Nurse Cecilia was in the garden reading a letter when Von Wrangel found her.




  "What is the matter with you?" he asked in his quick way. "Are you glad or sorry? Your face says glad, and your eyes say sorry. What is it?"




  Cecilia turned to the speaker with an unsteady smile on her lips.




  "I don't know," she said. "Many clever men say they do not understand women. That is not so very wonderful when women can't understand themselves. I am an enigma to myself, for instance. I was trying to solve the riddle when you came up."




  "Through the medium of that letter, I suppose?"




  "Precisely. It is fresh from my husband. Now you and I know the secret of the mystery that has so long surrounded Stanmere. There is no occasion for mystery any longer, since Mr. Stephen is dead."




  "Don't forget that your husband still remains."




  "I am coming to that," Cecilia said. "To hoodwink my husband all this elaborate plot has been necessary. It was quite justified, because it succeeded admirably. But Horace Venner found it out at last, and he was going to make himself rich over it. I was glad that he made his discovery too late. His claws have been clipped; his guilty knowledge was a lie. He is utterly beaten, and he has given up the game in despair and is going abroad. And he wants me to join him."




  Von Wrangel nodded. He knew a great deal more of the business than Cecilia imagined.




  "And being a woman, you are hesitating?" he asked.




  "Well, yes. You see I loved that man at one time. I knew he was not good, but I hoped to reform him. And I have not forgotten that time."




  "Then forget it at once," Von Wrangel said, vehemently. "I don't want to give you pain, but Venner is a scoundrel in grain. He could not help it. I know the history of that man's life. It is bad from start to finish. He would never keep to the straight path. If you go with him you march hand in hand with misery to the grave. You are embarked on a noble career where you are doing good. Why abandon it? and if your husband is sincere let him show it. Let him come to you in two years' time and prove the value of his words."




  Cecilia removed the traces of tears from her dark eyes.




  "You are right," she said. "I had not thought of that. I will write to Horace. And in the meantime I have others to think of."




  Von Wrangel nodded significantly. He was eager enough now.




  "Miss Mary," he said, "you must go and find her. Whether Lady Stanmere likes it or not, she must come to London with me this evening."




  "I suppose it is impossible to keep her out of it?" Cecilia asked.




  "Of course it is. The man whom we will call Paul Spencer for the nonce is exceedingly obstinate. He will not say where he was on the night of the murder. He was down here, of course. We know that he came; Miss Mary saw him. But he does not know as yet that she really saw him, hence he deems it quite useless to mention the circumstance. Miss Mary will go into the witness-box, and after hearing what I have to say, there will be no further question as to Paul's innocence."




  Cecilia was turning the thing thoughtfully over in her mind.




  "I dare say," she said. "But why didn't you complete the operation and make the thing assured?"




  "Ah, you do not appreciate the subtleties of the legal mind. I should be very severely cross-examined as to whether the poor girl could see or not. Then I should have to admit that I left my operation unfinished at a point where it was dubious to say how successful I should be. There is no doubt in my mind, but then it is possible that I might have failed. If I HAD failed, then Miss Mary's evidence would have been absolutely useless. If she had gone into the witness box BLIND, her evidence would have been worthless. No jury would have believed that she SAW, just for the correct psychological moment. But by leaving her as she is, we can prove that she can see, and that there has been no tampering with her sight. Do you understand what I mean?"




  Cecilia understood quite clearly. She appreciated the thoughtful way in which Von Wrangel worked the matter out. At first she had regarded the whole thing as one of his wild vagaries. On other people's business the man was superb. It was only when he came to manage his own that he usually made so dismal a failure of it.




  "You are wonderful," Cecilia cried. "I should never have thought of that."




  "Perhaps not. Anyway, Miss Mary can see enough for our purpose. And directly she has given her evidence we will finish the operation. Only a day or two longer and everything will be made clear. I am under a heavy debt to the house, and I am trying to repay it. If I had never come here at all how different things might have been!"




  It was nearly tea-time before Mary came in, her hands full of wild flowers. She seemed to be happy and gay enough. She was glad to see Von Wrangel again. He lifted the bandage from her eyes and held a small object up before them.




  "Can you see this?" he asked.




  "Pretty plainly," Mary cried. "It is a small pearl handled pocketknife with a silver name-plate on it. Herr Baron, when are you going to give me my sight back again?"




  "I shall be glad to hear that also," Lady Stanmere said, quietly.




  "To-morrow," Von Wrangel explained; "some time to-morrow. It will take place in London, where I have borrowed the operating-room of a famous surgeon friend of mine. Lady Stanmere must spare you for a few hours. You are going back to London with me this evening."




  "More mystery?" Mary cried. "Is there never to be an end of it?"




  "Mary is not going to London," Lady Stanmere said. "I have quite decided upon that."




  "The operation takes place in London to-morrow, and the mystery ends at the same time," Von Wrangel said, with a flash of his eyes. "Once for all, and the last time, I am going to assert myself. Miss Mary goes to London with me. Within four-and-twenty hours more those eyes will be clear to read this mystery, which shall be made plain to ordinary intelligence."




  "But surely," Lady Stanmere expostulated, "Mary has no need---"




  "Miss Mary has every need. No, I cannot explain. You must be content to take my word for it. Let Nurse Cecilia make all arrangements."




  Lady Stanmere resisted no longer. She had no power to fight against Von Wrangel.




  "Very well," she said, helplessly. "But you must bring her back again. Von Wrangel, you will give me your word of honor to bring her back again?"




  Von Wrangel bent over the still grey figure and whispered in her ear.




  "I will give you my word as to that," he murmured. "I will bring Mary back to-morrow night; aye, and I will bring back Paul, Lord Stanmere, as well."
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  Paul Spencer, Lord Stanmere, stood facing Martlett like a man in a dream. It seemed to him that the clouds had gathered from all sides to overwhelm him. So this man had been hunting him, too, and had at length found him. He could fight no longer.




  "If I must, I must," he said. "I knew Maxwell years ago. His mother lived near Stanmere. We were great friends at one time. We exchanged photographs. I have them at home now. And he used to come to England occasionally to see that eccentric old mother of his and bring me news of Stanmere. But I killed a man who was his partner, you see."




  "By your own showing Jim Miller was a scoundrel," Martlett observed.




  "That made no difference. Maxwell was on the vigilance committee. I shot Miller in what was little less than a vulgar brawl, and I had to fly. As San Francisco was at that moment, my life would have paid the penalty had I stayed. Even now I am liable to be extradited and hanged. From that day to this I have seen nothing of Maxwell."




  "Nevertheless, he has been looking for you everywhere," Martlett put in.




  "I do not doubt it for a moment. Well, he has been successful at last. I will hide no longer. Call Maxwell in and get the painful ordeal over."




  "I did not gather that it was going to be painful," Martlett said, dryly. "On the contrary, I gleaned quite a contrary opinion. I have a pleasant surprise for you."




  "Impossible. I killed that man and Venner knows it. Maxwell might forgive me, but Venner will always use his knowledge. But for Venner---"




  "But for Venner there would have been no trouble or complication at all. I know that quite as well as you do. But we are going to scotch that snake permanently. He will be here very soon, and you shall have the pleasure of kicking him out of the office yourself, with the pleasing knowledge that he is quite powerless for the future."




  But Spencer was hardly listening. His mind had gone back into the past. Martlett was not a man who promised vain things as a rule, but he was entirely over-sanguine now. And the dull office with its dust and gloom and musty paper was hardly the environment of a miracle. Martlett rang the bell and the door opened; a big man in a rough shooting suit walked in.




  His round face was beaming with good humor, his eyes were full of pleasure. He strode up to the dazed Spencer and gripped him with a force that was real enough.




  "So you have been frightening yourself with ghosts all these years," he said. "Running away from me and the ghost of my queer partner, Jim Miller! If I had known what a thorough-paced ruffian Miller was I should never have chummed in with him. But I didn't know until it was too late, and then I tried to get rid of him, and he knew it. I don't like failing."




  "Oh, I succeed where you failed," Spencer said, bitterly.




  "And you have been haunted by that rascal's ghost ever since, eh?"




  "By that and by a nemesis in the form of my old servant Horace Venner. You remember the fellow that I had to get rid of out yonder. He came back upon me at a time when fortune was smiling her sweetest. And there was no way of getting rid of him."




  Maxwell laughed and smote the speaker on the back heartily.




  "I'm sorry," he said. "If you had only stayed a day or two longer, if you had only faced the music. Do you suppose we should have let you hang?"




  "There was Denman, for instance. A good citizen who defended his life---"




  "That was a mistake. You see we hadn't got matters quite in hand then. But you might have stayed a bit longer---long enough to find out."




  "But I came back with my daughter," Spencer cried, eagerly. "I wanted to see you and explain. But Venner turned up there, of all places in the world, and I had to fly."




  "It was unfortunate I did not see you," Maxwell replied. "If I had done so, my dear Paul, I should have hanged your nemesis for you. So he turned up at 'Frisco? Really, the audacity of the fellow is amazing. But my young friend Seymour has cut him close now."




  "You mean that there is some charge hanging over his head?"




  Maxwell laughed, and Martlett permitted himself to relax into a smile. Maxwell was smoking a cigar in the precincts of the office, a flagrant disregard of precedent and proprieties. But it was to be a red-letter day in the annals of the old family solicitor.




  "I do," he said. "The evidence is very clear. When Venner comes down here I am going to charge him with the wilful murder of one Jim Miller in San Francisco on Saturday, August the fifteenth---"




  "But I killed him myself," Spencer cried. "I shot him down. I saw him fall."




  "All the same, you didn't kill him," Maxwell said, coolly. "Here is the man who did. Come, you rascal, tell us how you murdered James Miller?"




  Venner had been pushed by somebody into the room. He advanced with the carneying smile and the servile tread of the well-trained servant who has been caught in some flagrant dishonesty, and who hopes to work upon the good nature of his employer. He paused with a gasping cry, and would have turned and fled had not Seymour stood by, big and strong, in the doorway.




  Venner dropped into a chair and wiped his wet face. He ground the palms of his hands together and feebly suggested that his heart was weak. The shock had turned him sick and dizzy. The big form of Maxwell floated in a mist before his eyes.




  "This is a surprise," he gasped; "really a great surprise."




  "I thought it would be," Seymour said, grimly. "I worked hard to make it so. I am extremely glad to find that you are not disappointed."




  "A great surprise," Venner groaned feebly. "Mr. Maxwell, sir, I hope you are well; I hope---"




  "You don't hope anything of the kind," Maxwell said. "If you could see the whole of us dead at your feet you would be glad. Get up off that chair; how dare you sit down in the presence of your betters! Get up at once and tell us your story."




  Venner staggered to his feet. He passed his tongue over his dry lips.




  "Certainly, sir," he whined. "May I ask for a little patience for an unfortunate valet who is not the man he was? As I was saying, gentlemen---But, really, I feel so queer that---I'm better now. Just as well for me to make a clean breast of it; I did kill Jim Miller."




  He paused as if to give effect to his words.




  "My master, Mr. Paul, had discharged me. I don't say I didn't deserve it; but the fact remains. A good deal of the early troubles would never have been if Mr. Paul had not seen me at all. I was a bad lot, gentlemen, as a boy, and I shall never be anything better."




  A murmur of approval followed from the interested listeners.




  "But, we need not go into that. I am making the confession because if I don't do so I shall have to stand my trial. To go back again. Usually I flatter myself that I tell really a good story, but I have had a great shock to-day. Where am I? Oh, at the beginning. Well, I was quite discredited and without money. I hung about Mr. Paul, and I watched him carefully. Then I discovered that there had been a quarrel between you two gentlemen and Jim Miller, and it seemed to me that I might be able to make something out of it, especially as Miller was going to get you both out of the way.




  "He meant to force a fight on you, and he chose Mr. Paul first. Mr. Paul, sir, when you entered that hut you were a doomed man. It was fortunate for you that you were warned by a sudden blow, and that you got your gun out first. Then you fired; I watched you from behind the door. You imagined that you killed your man, as he fell like a stone covered in blood, but you did nothing of the kind. You bolted off without looking once behind you, and then you gave yourself into my power.




  "Miller was not dead at all. He was stunned by a bullet that grazed his temple. I thought he was dead, and here my chance came in. There was money in that hut hidden under a floor board. I went to get it. As I was getting it Miller sat up and looked at me in a dazed kind of way. There was only one thing for it. I shot him through the head, and left with more money than ever I had in my pocket before, and that is saying a good deal. I was fairly comfortable in my mind, because the crime would be put on you."




  "But only for a time," said Maxwell. "The bullets didn't tally, so that gave us a clue. A coolie gave us another, and by the time my friend Paul had fled for his life, we were hot upon the track of our interesting autobiographical visitor here. We had enough evidence to hang him ten times over. But he got away, as these fellows always do, and that's about the end of the story."




  It all seemed so simple now that it was told, but at the same time something in the shape of a modern miracle had happened. Paul Spencer Gay, Lord Stanmere, had never killed Miller at all; he had been free to hold up his head amongst men all these years, and yet he had walked in the sackcloth and ashes of repentance. His lingers itched to be at the sanguine throat of Horace Venner.




  "Go on, you scoundrel," he said. "You have a little more to tell."




  "Not much, sir," Venner said, meekly. "You had got away and I had got away. I found that you were in London in a prosperous condition. There was another little chance for me. With my luck you were still firmly of the opinion that you had killed Miller. If I could only find you, what a good time I might have. And I did find you, only you eluded me and got away. And then you put up a deception that led me from the track altogether. I fancy that my wife knew when I came back to her, but she said nothing, and till I happened to see you and Mr. Spencer together that night at Stanmere I had not the slightest idea of the way in which the feather had been drawn over my eyes. Mr. Martlett---"




  "Has nothing whatever to do with it," the lawyer said shortly. "Go on."




  But there was no more to say. The whole thing had been exposed, the bubble pricked, the scoundrel wrecked. He hung about in his servile way as if waiting for something.




  "Send him to Australia," Spencer said; "pay his passage and give him one hundred pounds to start with. The scoundrel doesn't deserve it, but for the sake of the wife---and if you ever come back again I shall set the police on your track as sure as you are alive. Go out."




  Venner crept away with the carneying smile on his face. There was silence for a little while after he had gone.




  "Now what is the next thing?" Spencer asked.




  "After to-morrow," Martlett said, thoughtfully, "the next thing is to put the cover on the whole business and go down with me to Stanmere."
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  So there had been nothing to fear all those long years. Paul Spencer, Lord Stanmere, felt like a man who has found the surface after a long and hazardous dive. He was absolutely free to go where he liked without fear of that shadow before his eyes. He went off to his own house as soon as he had finished with Martlett. His present wish was to be alone.




  He was alone now, even the faithful Kant was nowhere to be seen. He sat in the window of the morning-room smoking a cigar, a most unusual thing for him to do at this time of the day. But he wanted to enjoy the luxury of feeling like other men. He watched the people coming and going with a glad feeling of satisfaction that he was like them, comfortable and commonplace, and free to do as he pleased. He was sitting there when Kant came in.




  The faithful servant glanced at him uneasily. All this was so contrary to the morbid prudence of the last few years. There was an air about the master of the house that Kant had not seen for many a day. He advanced to draw down the blind.




  "Excuse me," he said, "you don't seem to be aware that---"




  "I am not aware of anything beyond the fact that I am free," Spencer replied. "My good Kant, the miracle has happened. I am absolutely free."




  "You don't mean to say that Venner is dead, sir?" Kant asked.




  "To me, yes; to the world, unfortunately no. I have been flying from shadows, Kant. There is no blood on my soul. It was all a strange mistake. Perhaps I had better explain."




  He proceeded to do so. Kant's inscrutable features gradually relaxed into a smile. After a time he became his grave self again.




  "But what about the other little matter, sir?" he asked.




  Spencer came down from the clouds. In the joy of his new-found freedom he had forgotten all about that. He still stood in a position of some peril.




  "I shall be able to prove an alibi now," he said, thoughtfully.




  "Because there is no reason why you should not explain your visit to Stanmere, sir. That is all very well in its way, sir, but it only makes more scandal. There is no need for the world to know anything about Miss Mary. Keep her out of it if you can, for you owe her a great deal. She must know, and Lady Stanmere must know, but a curious public need not. I am afraid that I am taking a great liberty, sir."




  "You are not doing anything of the kind," Spencer replied. "You have been a wonderfully good and faithful servant to me, and I am not likely to forget it. I had better consult Mr. Martlett. In this matter I shall be guided by his opinion."




  It was later in the afternoon when Spencer walked to Lincoln's Inn. It had been years since he leisurely strolled through London in broad day-light. The whole thing was a luxury that he enjoyed beyond measure. There were no lurking shadows now. Here was the place where Stephen had come out and attacked him; there was the spot where he had almost walked into Venner's arms one November evening. But all these terrors had gone.




  He walked into Martlett's office, tall, expanding, commanding of presence. Martlett smiled behind his hand as he noticed the change.




  "It is a fine afternoon, my lord," he said, drily.




  Spencer colored slightly. He perfectly understood Martlett's meaning.




  "Don't call me that yet," he said, "and my poor brother only buried this morning, Martlett. I have been indulging in the luxury of my freedom. Kant reminds me that I am not yet out of the wood. At the inquest to-morrow I should like to make my position perfectly clear. I can say now where I was at the time of the murder."




  "Which was at Stanmere, I presume?"




  "Quite so. I went down there to see Mary, or, rather, on the off-chance of seeing her. To be perfectly candid, I wanted to persuade her to postpone that operation."




  Martlett scraped his dry chin thoughtfully.




  "I quite understand," he said. "You seem to have raised a certain amount of prejudice over this matter. Our young friend, Dick Stevenson, for instance---"




  "Regards me as an unfeeling monster. It is not often that anyone has spoken to me as he did. But a day or two ago the thing seemed absolutely necessary."




  "Well, get on. It is not necessary any longer. Miss Mary must at once---"




  "Of course, of course. I desire nothing better than a speedy chance of putting myself right in everybody's eyes. And I am longing for a good time at Stanmere."




  "Also you want to get the thing settled without any suggestion of scandal. Now tell me exactly what happened at Stanmere when you were there the other night."




  Spencer proceeded to explain. Martlett smiled with the air of a man who sees his way.




  "You saw Miss Mary!" he said. "She cried out and you had to vanish. There is no need to go into all this before the coroner. You saw the child and she saw you."




  "But, my dear Martlett, consider that it was impossible---"




  "I say she saw you,'" Martlett went on, doggedly. "There was a bandage over her eyes; I suppose you imagined that was a kind of preliminary operation performed by Von Wrangel. The bandage slipped off her eyes and she saw you as plainly as I see you now."




  "Then the operation has been performed?"




  "Partly! In a measure it was your bete noir, Venner, who prevented the success of the affair. I have all the facts from Von Wrangel. Perhaps I had better explain."




  Spencer listened with the deepest interest. He was not astonished, for so many things had happened lately that he was past extremes in emotion.




  "Miss Mary could identify you across a room," Martlett went on. "She shall come up and do so at the inquest. All she has to do is to say that she saw you in the corridor about the time of the murder, and there will be an end of the matter. Wear the same clothes and tie to-morrow that you wore that night. After what Miss Mary and Von Wrangel have to say there will be no question as to your---er---innocence. Now you had better come with me and settle the question of the last mortgage."




  * * * * *




  Von Wrangel stood giving his evidence quietly and coolly, knocking the last leaves of sensational romance out of what the papers called the Cambria Square mystery. There had been no blood feud between the two brothers beyond a quarrel which was entirely outside the premises of the court. Stephen Gay was a passionate man, and like most passionate men, was given to say a great deal more than he intended. He had assaulted his brother, it was true; but then every man who commits bodily violence is not necessarily a murderer at heart. Stephen Gay had been the victim of a political society.




  "That is your opinion?" the coroner asked.




  "It is my knowledge," Von Wrangel said, calmly. "I once belonged to the same society myself, but I am Baron Von Wrangel, once known as an eye specialist. Two nights before the murder the man who had a hand in the crime actually told me where I should find the dead man, and what was going to happen him."




  A murmur of astonishment ran round the room. There was a sensation of quite another kind.




  "And you gave no notice to the police?" the coroner asked, sternly.




  "It was useless," Von Wrangel replied. "I was doing my best to get the dead man away. If I had told the police and the gang had been arrested, others would have sprung up immediately to take their place; I should not have known them, and consequently would have been placed at a great disadvantage in my endeavors to battle them. The police would have been powerless."




  The coroner shook his head gravely. All this was quite contrary to constitutional practices. The police should have been informed without delay.




  "I was of more use than all the police in in Europe," Von Wrangel went on. "I should have baffled these men if the deceased had followed my advice. He had betrayed his cause and his life was forfeit. My own life was forfeit at one time, though I lost everything for the cause---hence my assumed name and the humble nature of my lodging."




  "Do I understand that you advocate this kind of violence?" the coroner asked.




  "Quite the contrary," Von Wrangel said, coolly. "It cost me all I had to prevent it. I would have done much to save the life of Stephen Gay, but it was impossible. He was a marked man by half the secret societies of Europe. See how cleverly they managed it. They got into the house in Cambria Square, then committed that crime without leaving a trace behind. They will never be caught. I am willing to give the police the names and description of two of the gang, and I am ready to stake my reputation that the police will never arrest them. The authorities in Berlin knew all about Stephen Gay and the way that he betrayed the trust placed in him; they will tell you exactly what I am telling you now, and they will not hesitate to confirm my opinion. If I stay here all night I can say no more."




  For a long time Von Wrangel stood there undergoing a shower of questions. But his calm assurance and firm conviction remained entirely unshaken. All the romance was going out of the case, it was only one of those vulgar political murders after all. When Von Wrangel stood down at length there was hardly a person in the room who would have held Paul Spencer responsible for the mystery now.




  The latter stood up calm and resolute, and demanded to give evidence. He could tell the court now what he was for private reasons unable to tell them before. On the night of the murder he had gone down to Stanmere to see his daughter. Unfortunately he had not been able to have the interview that he desired, because his daughter had been partly under an operation for her eyes, but she had seen him in the corridor at the time mentioned and would testify to the fact.




  "But is not your daughter blind?" the coroner asked.




  "She was," Spencer replied. "But she has the sight of one eye. The operation was interrupted, but she can see for all practical purposes."




  The coroner, as a matter of form, would like Miss Spencer to be called. Not that there was much doubt as to the case after the evidence of Baron Von Wrangel. Miss Spencer was outside the court with friends and was available at any moment, Martlett intimated.




  Here was just an element of romance in the case after all. There was something pathetic in the partially blind girl coming forward to clear her own father. With a bandage over her eyes Mary was led forward. The sweet, patient face and the clear voice made a deep impression.




  "I did not expect my father," Mary said. "I understood that he had not been told of the operation; at any rate, I hoped it would be a pleasant surprise for him. I was in bed the night my father came. I fancied that I heard him call to me and I went into the corridor. The bandage slipped from my eyes and I called out, suddenly. A moment later and my father was gone."




  "Why should he have gone so hurriedly?" the coroner asked.




  "That I cannot tell you," Mary said, quietly. "I believe there are reasons why my father does not care to be seen at Stanmere. But he was there at the time I speak of."




  The coroner pressed the question. It was impossible to deny the credibility of the witness.




  "How was your father dressed?" he asked.




  "He had a grey frock suit and a red tie," Mary said. "If I may remove this bandage for a moment---"




  Von Wrangel jumped up and performed the necessary office. In a misty kind of way Mary looked round the room and smiled finally at Spencer, whose face flushed uneasily.




  "Just the same as he is dressed now," Mary cried, "only there was no pin in his scarf. It was a little past the hour when I---"




  But there was no need to say any more. Almost as soon as the bandage was removed Von Wrangel had it back again. There were no more witnesses to call, and the coroner proceeded to put the case to the jury. He was a little hard upon Von Wrangel, but the German listened calmly enough to that and the verdict of wilful murder against some persons or person unknown.




  Outside the court Mary found herself leaning on her father's arm.




  "Where are we going now?" she asked.




  "You are going back to Stanmere to-night," Spencer said. "Von Wrangel is anxious to finish his work. And I hope to join you to-morrow. The shadows are all falling away now, Mary."
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  Dick and Molly were having a bad time of it at the hands of Von Wrangel. The little German was all impatience to finish the work that he had already begun; he was cross and snappish in the cab which conveyed the party to the operating-room which had been loaned for the occasion. Nurse Cecilia was waiting there, but there would be no need for her services.




  "And why you two people came along, goodness knows," Von Wrangel said, testily. "Go away and look at the shops. Go and find my friend Tom Seymour. Scold him him for neglecting you all this time, Miss Molly. Then come back in an hour's time and we will go back to Stanmere together. At present I am not what you call in the most seraphic mood."
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Ruth laid a trembling hand on his arm.
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What is it?" Jessie asked anxiously.
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They saw Barrados coming, in company with Paulo.
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"My girl," he said, "l am going to do my duty. Let me go."
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Mary had her hand tenderly upon Tregarthen's grey hair.
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A dense cloud of smoke and film arose.
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Then Tregarthen lost his temper.
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“Lam Telba, the name which is borne by all my race.”
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"Here we are," he said. "This is my house"
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Mary was the first to speak.
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"I did not dare to come."
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With a peculiar stiff, rigid motion Armstrong moved towards the side.
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"Give it back to us, Tregarthen," she cried
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Making ready to raise the sunken island.
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“What were ye doin’ only an hour ago?"





OEBPS/Images/img38.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img33.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img3.gif
Harold and Barrados using the marvellous marine telescopes.
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"Smoke it is," he cried; "We are saved!"
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Armstrong firing the hidden mine by the electric current.
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"It is the missing portion - see for yourselves.”
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Locked together in a convulsive grip, Armstrong and Coventry fell.
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"Come on, all of ye, and see what a real Irish welcome is!"
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"I am going forth to victory, but | am terribly nervou:





