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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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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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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."

                
                

                
            

















